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Entitled Becoming Bodhisattvas: practices and the popular discourse of Kuan-
yin in Kuala Lumpur, this thesis offers a glimpse into the spiritual life of ordinary 
Kuan-yin devotees by examining the production of virtues and moral habits among a 
group of Chinese middle-class followers who belong to a Kuan-yin venerating 
association in the suburbs of Petaling Jaya, Kuala Lumpur.  The attainment of a 
particular set of personal ethical skills, outlook and disposition aside from the 
preservation of good health, prosperity etc. is an aspiration that they strive towards.  
Like the pursuit of longevity, wealth and fortune, this aspiration is perceived to be 
elusive yet attainable.  I argue that the spiritual life is a challenging enterprise deeply 
rooted in cultural, religious and moral practices. 
The thesis attempts to establish an understanding of how this spiritual 
aspiration – which I describe in my work as “Bodhisattva-hood”, is manifested, 
reproduced and embodied.  Using ethnographic and historical methods, I explore the 
inner world of deep spiritual and/or religious conviction mainly along the notion of 
“practice” in a production of human qualities and virtues that focuses on the ways 




I had never participated in a street procession before, so I readily agreed to 
join in the Vesak1 day march of 2008.  No prior registration was needed and no forms 
to be filled.  I just needed to show-up at the Maha Vihara Buddhist temple in 
Brickfields, Kuala Lumpur Malaysia.  The only prerequisite was to come in a white 
attire.  I was not sure what to expect.  On the day of the procession, I took the inter-
city train to Brickfields, away from the suburb of Petaling Jaya where most of my 
fieldwork was based.  When I reached Maha Vihara – a modest Buddhist temple 
complex consisting of several low-rise buildings in the middle of a high-rise 
residential compound with neighboring Hindu temples, Chinese shrines and a 
Lutheran church, I found myself amidst a swelling crowd of thousands of Vesak day 
marchers who had already gathered by the road outside the temple.  People were 
milling around, the atmosphere was casual and relaxed, everyone was in high spirits 
and there was no police presence.  The mood was festive with temporary roadside 
vendors doing a brisk business of selling cold drinks, snacks and palm-size miniature 
lotus-shaped candles that devotees would light and carry along during the march.  The 
lotus is one of the most recognized motifs of Buddhism.  It appears in many Buddhist 
art across cultures: important Buddhist deities are often depicted in one way or 
                                       
1 Vesak is a holiday observed by Buddhists in many countries.  Vesak commemorates the birth, 
enlightenment and passing away of the Buddha.  It falls on the full moon day which is typically during 
the fifth or sixth lunar month of the year. 
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another with the lotus, either sitting in a lotus in full bloom or holding a stalk of lotus 
in one of their hands.  For Buddhists, the lotus symbolizes purity and compassion – it 
is rooted in mud; its stem growing through murky water blooms into a beautiful 
heavily scented flower above the muck signifying spiritual progress from suffering to 
enlightenment.  The lotus bears tremendous significance for the Mahayana Buddhist 
tradition, particularly as an important teaching known as the Lotus Sutra.  It 
symbolizes for many Buddhists what it means to be “in the world but not of the 
world”.  
Within a few moments my friends from Kuan-Yin Contemplative Order – a 
lay Buddhist organization or “KYCO” as followers call it, found me in the sea of 
devotees.  They stood out in their crisp all-white attire looking fresh and clean.  There 
were eleven of us from KYCO that evening.  Swee Kiat2, one of the most active 
members of KYCO and the coordinator for this outing, was happy to see me there and 
delighted that I had worn the white KYCO t-shirt as well.  Someone from the group 
pointed at my blue cap and said with good humor, “You look like you are from 
UMNO”.  It was a stark reminder of the recent watershed general election of March 
2008 which saw the biggest loss for the ruling Malay party UMNO in its history (but 
                                       
2 With respect to religious sensitivities in Malaysia, most names in this thesis are pseudonyms. 
3 
 
still maintaining a precarious majority3).  I was perplexed by that insinuation but it 
reminded me of my place as an “outsider”.  I tried to explain that it was meant to keep 
my unkempt greasy hair away from the face but realized that the cap was probably 
inappropriate and tucked it away in my bag.   
At exactly 7pm, someone stood on a makeshift raised platform to make an 
announcement which I could not hear.  By now, the gathering crowd had spilled onto 
the main road of Jalan Tun Sambanthan which had been cordoned off to facilitate the 
procession.  People started walking along the road and there were several distinct 
groups: a Burmese contingent of lay-followers held a banner announcing and 
identifying themselves; a contingent of uniformed Chinese youths from the Young 
Buddhist Association of Malaysia unfurled a gigantic six-color Buddhist flag began 
marching and singing Mandarin Buddhist hymns; there was also a contingent that 
comprised of Tibetan monks in saffron robes and their followers, and we were 
instructed to march together with them.  There were brightly-lit floats mounted on 
lorries depicting scenes of the Buddha’s Birth and Enlightenment while others were 
                                       
3 UMNO stands for United Malay National Organization.  It is the dominant political party amongst 14 
other parties organized along ethnic and communal lines, in the ruling coalition Barisan Nasional (BN).  
Other component parties of BN include the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), Malaysian Indian 
Congress (MIC), Gerakan Rakyat Malaysia (Gerakan or Malaysia’s Peoples Movement). During the 
general election of March 2008, BN lost its two-thirds majority in the Dewan Rakyat (House of 
Representatives), which it had held since independence in August 1957 with 82 parliamentary seats and 
five states going to a newly formed coalition, the Pakatan Rakyat (People’s Alliance or PR) led by 
former Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim.  The election marked the start of a period of political 
instability and power struggles between and within these two political groups.  See also “Malaysia in 
2009: Confronting Old Challenges through a New Leadership” (Bilveer Singh 2010). 
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decorated with larger-than-life effigies of “Fu-Lu-Shou” (Chinese Gods of Prosperity, 
Good Fortune and Longevity). 
There was a lot of fanfare around us as we marched along the ten-kilometer 
route and I took in the sights of iconic landmarks of the city such as the Kuala 
Lumpur Railway Station, Merdeka Square, Masjid Jamek (Central Mosque), Central 
Market, National Museum etc.  However, the mood in my group was subdued and 
somber in contrast to the joyous singing and easy camaraderie amongst other 
marchers.  Swee Kiat proposed that we “contemplate on the sufferings of the world” 
and “to dedicate merit generated from the march to those who are suffering”.  
Although the march was not physically arduous, and I secretly found it to be 
enjoyable, Swee Kiat invoked the effort as a spiritual struggle of sorts. 
Going home that night, I kept thinking about the image of these Chinese, 
middle-class, English-speaking devotees from KYCO dressed in white marching 
solemnly, in contrast to the festive mood and easy camaraderie of the Vesak day 
procession.  They stood out visibly in their all-white outfit as a marker of purity and 
virtue, and demonstrated visually the relationship between the body’s corporeality and 
morality.  In the tradition of Buddhism, “beautiful bodies” serve as visible markers of, 
and are presumed to be the karmic effects of morality.  In the Pali Buddhist canon 
“Digha Nikaya”, the Buddha is reported to have borne thirty-two greater and eighty 
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lesser marks held to be distinguished qualities of the body.  Thus a description of a 
person’s physical features and appearances may serve as a commentary of his or her 
moral character.  The notion of “body” is critical in religious and cultural ideologies 
for which I will discuss later in more detail. 
Swee Kiat’s reference to suffering seemed to set things in a certain 
perspective: suffering is central to the philosophy of Buddhism, where the world is 
depicted as suffering and it seeks a solution to the end of suffering4.  The call to 
“contemplate on the world’s suffering” invokes moral empathy that prompts an “apt 
performance of what is prescribed”, or what Talal Asad describes as “something that 
depends on intellectual and practical disciplines” (Asad 1993: 62).  Therefore, I read 
Swee Kiat’s invocations of Buddhist suffering and contemplation on suffering as an 
allusion to forms of knowing and modes of reasoning that encompass knowledge-
making, virtue-making and habit-forming. 
In the field of anthropology of religion, scholars of Islam and Christianity in 
particular have examined religious practices that are directed at the cultivation of 
moral virtues such as piety, compassion, endurance, perseverance and self-control.  
                                       
4 The notion of suffering also requires us to attend to the idea of embodiment i.e. that human action and 
experience are sited in a material body as well as the idea of the body as an “integrated totality having 
developable capacities for activity and experience unique to it, the capacities for sensing, imagining, 
and doing that are culturally mediated” (Asad 1993: 89).  I argue that the body’s ability to suffer and 
respond to suffering, as well as to use its own suffering in social relationships by empathizing with 





Saba Mahmood’s ethnography on a women’s piety movement in Cairo analyzes 
micro-practices inside the mosque that highlights how religious acts and duties such 
as praying and veiling produce the modest and pious Muslim subject.  More 
importantly, she points to “the ways in which persons establish a relationship between 
various “constituent elements” of themselves such as body, reason, and emotion, and 
particular moral codes and norms” (Mahmood 2003: 846).  Saba Mahmood follows 
the sophisticated but “controversial” scholarship of Talal Asad (1993) whose works, 
particularly on medieval Christianity and disciplinary practices, seek to define 
“western historicity” in Christianity.  In analyzing the ways Christianity has become 
of universal importance as a project of (Western) modernization, Asad raises the 
question of how religious power has come to create (religious) truths. Following 
Augustinian thought that “men had to be disciplined to experience the Christian 
truth…a learning by inconveniences” (van der Veer 1995: 367), Asad shows how 
people have come to acquire Christianized perspectives, knowledge, virtues and 
disposition.  Examining the question of discipline in ritual and monastic practices, 
Asad explores how medieval Benedictine and Cistercian Christian programs had 
constructed humble and pious Christian selves.  Most significantly, he argues that it is 
not force but practices of “self-policing” and “self-discipline” that motivated monastic 
subjects.  Although Asad’s scholarship is really about larger conceptual issues of 
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knowledge and power, where social actors and their stories take secondary place to 
the primacy of “discursive traditions” and workings of “disembodied reasons of 
power”, his theoretical program has been influential and vital to the anthropological 
study of religion.  For example, James Laidlaw’s study (2005) of ascetic practices 
among Jain renouncers and laypersons in India further expanded Asad’s thesis on 
self-policing and notion of the disciplined self.  Laidlaw examines Jain practices such 
as “fasting to death” and dietary austerities as tactics for constructing a religious and 
moral self that the Jain practitioner aspires towards.  In an ethnography on Urapmin 
Christians of Papua New Guinea, Joel Robbins (2004) points out the centrality of 
prayer as an important religious practice which has moral significance as a kind of 
trusted and truthful speech because it is directed towards God.  Robbins demonstrates 
how the performance of prayer works to constitute the Christian subject: it allows the 
Urapmin to not only understand himself as a Christian and moral person, but also for 
others to see him in this manner.  While prayer is a verbal discipline that has moral 
implications for how and why it is spoken, other practices illustrate moral 
significances for how and why they are heard.  Charles Hirschkind’s (2001) study of a 
group of young Egyptian men who listen to cassette recordings of Muslim sermons, 
shows how the process of listening is a form of self-discipline that leads to the moral 
improvement of listeners who acquire certain dispositions such as piety.  By listening 
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to the sermons in a “proper way”, that is with attentiveness, intention and humility, 
these Egyptian youths inadvertently acquire and embody a certain moral disposition 
and skills that “strengthen the will” and “calm the heart”.  Joanna Cook examines 
meditation practice through an ethnographic study in Wat Bonamron, a meditation 
monastery on the outskirts of Chiang Mai, Thailand where she analyzes “the impact 
and meaning of renunciatory moral practice from the perspective of the Buddhist 
renouncer” (Cook 2010: 1).  In her study, Cook highlights the moral significance of 
meditation as “the ways in which people come to understand themselves through 
ascetic practice and of how subjectivity is reshaped through religious experience” 
(ibid: 7).  
All these scholarly works demonstrate the various ways in which religious 
practices and conceptions help shape moral worlds as well as provide the means for 
moral self-constitution; they highlight morality as a conscious effort where one 
becomes reflective and reflexive about a particular way of being in the world; about 
what one must do, say, think or feel in order to attain or acquire a moral way of being 
as a Muslim, Christian, Jain or Buddhist.  They all describe a process of working on 
the self where Muslim, Christian, Jain and Buddhist aspirants perform certain 
practices on themselves or with other persons through prayers, veiling, confession and 
penance, dietary abstinence, listening and meditation etc.  
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By seeing religious activities, practices and conceptions as creative processes 
of moral self-making, I seek to go beyond “virtue theories” that focus on the listing 
and description of particular virtues which people have come to regard as essential 
elements of and for a “good life”; and I depart from the Weberian and Durkheimian 
claims that morality is a “convenient term for socially approved habits” (Benedict 
1956: 195 in Zigon 2008: 1).   
I seek to shift away from the treatment of religion as a “cultural system” that 
postulates religion as a trans-historical and trans-cultural essence (Geertz 1993: 87-
125); I do not insist upon the “culturalist emphasis” on the primacy of meaning and 
the essentialism of culture and belief.  In this respect, I am mindful of Edward Said’s 
work in “Orientalism” (1978) where he pointed out how Western conceptions of and 
attitudes towards the non-West, which is enabled by maintaining its own sense of 
identity through contrast and difference, have come to justify a Western sense of 
superiority and belief about its duty to civilize and aid the non-West towards 
modernity and civilization.  Said shows how this Orientalist attitude and conception 
of the non-West emerged from an intersection between a way of thinking that is based 
on a dialectics of East and West, and the rise of institutional authorities which 
dominate, control and subjugate the non-West.   
10 
 
While the scholarship on Orientalism led by Said highlighted the political 
implications and issues with regards to the authority of representation as well as 
claims to speak about “Others”, the concern really is less about who speaks than how 
and what is being spoken.  For instance, scholars of Orientalism criticize the 
overarching framing and universal application of Western ideas about religion as 
belief, orthodoxy and truth; as something that is an individual matter and state of the 
mind, and as essentially private and separate from public discourses about politics and 
life in general.  Following scholars such as Richard King (1999) and Talal Asad 
(1993) who have problematized some of these issues, I offer an alternative way of 
reading religion by showing how categories such as “self” and “morality” are useful 
in our understanding of religious subjectivities and experiences. While concerns 
which arise from particular histories and academic disciplines that investigate the 
nature of the self – whether it is based on a notion of “self-mastery” or “self-
analysis”; whether the substance of self-hood is split between the “non-material 
mind” and the “material body” etc. are important, these are not my questions.  This is 
to say that I am mindful of the ideas, debates and historical formation of these 
concepts; of how self as a concept of the person emerged in ancient Greco-Roman 
society and Christian ideas of the soul, and how morality reflected questions about the 
“good society” that involved notions about what it is to be a “good person”.  
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I am also guided by Margaret Chan’s scholarship on “Tang-ki” or spirit-
medium practices in popular Chinese religion of Singapore (Chan 2006).  In the 
language and context of theatre as well as ritual performance, Chan’s description and 
analysis of “Tang-ki spirit medium worship” reflected the passions, desires, yearnings 
and hopes of its devotees.  She sees the melodramatic and sensational performance of 
the Tang-ki or spirit medium which Western scholarship has largely dismissed as 
“theatrical”, “a form of entertainment” and “irrational” - to be a totally social act with 
meanings found in people’s “lived experience” that may or may not correspond to 
static models, concepts and categories of analysis or understanding including 
cosmologies, theologies, philosophies and ideologies.  Regarding Tang-ki practice as 
an evolving and growing tradition with roots which are ancient but whose “worship is 
not history” (Chan 2006: 10), she demonstrates how Tang-ki is a “living ritual-
theatre” that has continued to respond to contemporary life and experiences in the 
modern world.  She has also shown how it involves a dialectical production between 
ritual efficacy and staging of theatre; between belief and disbelief; godliness and 
mundane, in a process of “transmogrification” and/or “incarnation” where “ritual is 
theatre, theatre is ritual”. 
Hence, I respond to some of those scholarly issues by examining what it is that 
my friend Swee Kiat and his compatriots who are followers at KYCO believe and do; 
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how KYCO teachings relate to the globalized milieu of spiritual ideas and institutions 
as well as to contemporary society and culture, and where they understand or think 
their participation and practices might lead to, in the context of self and morality.  I 
mainly adopt an ethnographic approach in which I attempt to link observations made 
within KYCO, to questions regarding the organization outside of it where it is situated 
within larger contexts.  
 
Fieldwork 
In the heartlands of Petaling Jaya or just “PJ” as locals affectionately call it, 
the suburban residential city southwest of Malaysia’s capital Kuala Lumpur, people 
gather regularly at KYCO located in a nondescript twin double-storey link-house to 
pray, chant sutras, sing hymns and listen to Dharma lectures.  On festival days when 
attendance is highest, thousands of people might pass through the house.  Devotees 
wearing their all-white ensemble would descend upon the quiet neighborhood in their 
Toyota, Honda, Proton and the occasional Mercedes Benz cars.  Most people come 
for blessing, some come for healing - both spiritually and physically, which are 
offered by the Bodhisattva Kuan-yin through a human prophet.  Many are regular 
followers like my friend Swee Kiat who would come to renew his spiritual and moral 
vows as well as to make new ones.  KYCO was first inspired and founded in 1979 by 
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Tony Wong Kuan Ming.  Born in 1940 Kuala Lumpur into a Chinese Catholic 
household, Tony Wong was the son of a millionaire.  He led a life of privilege and 
received a formative English-based education at Christian missionary schools.  It was 
in the late 1970s’ when Tony Wong’s brother Nelson was stricken with cancer, and 
his family was deeply saddened.  Tony was particularly affected and during his 
brother’s sickness Tony was visited by various Chinese deities who urged him to pray 
to the Bodhisattva Kuan-yin and to start a congregation; he was transformed into 
Master Tony Wong or “Sifu” – a respectful term in Cantonese5 that people use to 
address him.  Sifu conducts regular Dharma lectures and rituals which incorporate 
other religious traditions and beliefs, in particular the devotional ecstatic practices of 
singing and chanting as well as teachings of the international Hindu spiritual 
movement Sai Baba about “compassion” as the unity of all religions and non-dualistic 
“oneness” of existence.  Followers attend the two to three times weekly Dharma 
session conducted by Sifu and participate in festive events and other related activities.  
By any standards, the membership number of KYCO is modest with an 
estimated 2,000 followers, but it could draw upon several thousand more supporters 
and donors during fund-raising and at other important festive as well as philanthropic 
events.  In the context of the PJ area with an urban population of over 450,000 and a 
                                       




Kuala Lumpur metropolitan population of 1,500,000 people, the establishment and 
steady growth of urban middle-class spiritual organizations such as KYCO and the 
socio-economic wealth as well as resources they represent are significant 
developments. 
This research attempts to consider religious or spiritual practice as a process of 
moral self-making.  It is based on nine months of fieldwork between 2008 to 2009 
during which I made first-hand observations of those activities that KYCO followers 
carry-out in order to mobilize themselves towards the goal of Bodhisattva-hood.  I 
also combed through recent KYCO newsletters and magazines where I found 
numerous personal essays, stories and poems written by followers that not only 
showed great literary skills and effort but also deep thinking and introspection.  
KYCO comprises of ordinary people who are mainly working professionals such as 
accountants, bankers, factory managers, university lecturers, doctors, computer 
executives, secretaries and businessmen as well as retirees and housewives.  
Fieldwork is based on my participation and observation of the spiritual programs that 
KYCO followers engage in.  Accordingly, the followers whom I have befriended 
were happy to assist and facilitate my study.  They were welcoming of my presence 
because they perceived it as the work of the divine that had brought me to them, and 
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for which they hoped would ultimately lead me to the discovery and achievement of 
my own goals, spiritually speaking. 
I seek to examine how religious or spiritual ideologies are “made possible” 
through their construction, expression and manifestation in terms of moral practices, 
moral vocabulary and moral experiences.  Those that are psychological, those that 
pursue the reduction of such aspirations and ideologies to behavioral and cognitive 
notions of motivation and biological instincts or needs, those that are theological or 
philosophical and thus grounded in an aprioristic rather than empirical concept of 
human nature, are not the concerns of this study.  It also engenders a view about 
morality as neither pre-disposed to the discursive exercise of power nor reducible to 
individual desire and/or will but an indeterminate process of becoming oriented in the 
world.  With this notion of morality, this research analyzes religious ideologies and 
practices as techniques of moral self-making. 
I also make no distinction between the terms religious and spiritual, and use 
them interchangeably throughout the thesis.  I mainly try to use the term spiritual 
because it connotes a sense of fluidity that characterizes the complex cultural-
religious landscape in Malaysia; it also renders unified narratives of religious or 
cultural identity and authenticity problematic.  It signifies the condition of diversity 
with respect to the Christians’ “ultimate or an alleged immaterial reality”; Buddhism’s 
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as well as Hinduism’s “inner path” of self-discovery, and Taoism’s “inner life” etc.  
KYCO followers live in a diverse field of cultural-religious traditions and spiritual 
worlds, and they are often familiar with Buddhist, Taoist, Hindu, Christian, Islam 
traditions and practices. 
Fundamentally, KYCO places a strong emphasis on practice that invokes 
divine beings and powers to help followers and devotees achieve certain moral as well 
as spiritual goals. It shares with most spiritual organizations and traditions a basic 
adherence to the following tenets: firstly, the universe is believed to comprise of 
benevolent (as well as malevolent) spirits and divine entities; secondly, historical 
religious figures such as the Buddha, Jesus Christ etc. as well as contemporary living 
ones like Sathya Sai Baba (1926-2011) – the Hindu spiritual founder-leader of the 
international Sai Baba movement, are regarded as compelling evidence of the divine 
presence in the human world.  These figures are believed to be virtuous, efficacious 
and responsive; thirdly, practical, moral and spiritual goals are intertwined and these 
goals are believed to be achieved and/or achievable through individual as well as 
collective effort, rather than through belief or faith alone.  Through these efforts to be 
“awakened” and thus to be “free from suffering”, followers aspire towards productive 
and positive forms of relationship as well as engagement with the world.  Followers 
and devotees invest their time and energy in certain regular activities or practices such 
17 
 
as contemplation and meditation, making prayers, singing, chanting, performing 
charity etc. that seek to fulfill aspirations; that reinforce fortitude; that give meanings; 
that emphasize feelings and cathartic sensations; that embody the social processes of 
caring and giving as well as belonging and laboring. These practices are, from the 
perspective of followers, morally and socially good.  I will demonstrate how followers 
sometimes find themselves negotiating and confronting social perplexities and moral 
conundrums such as “selfless compassion” versus “self interest” in the course of their 
spiritual pursuit.  In the context of my Malaysian interlocutors, social and political 
factors such as the persistence of racial politics are pertinent in shaping some of their 
spiritual-moral outlooks and responses. 
 
Background and Scope 
Sifu Tony Wong established KYCO in 1979 to fulfill a personal pledge: it was 
a commitment to “save the world” but the salvational and/or redemptive imperatives 
would only become clearer to Sifu in later years.  In the background was Malaysia’s 
“New Economic Policy” which began as a social justice initiative of “affirmative 
action” to uplift the economic and social conditions of Malays not long after the riots 
of 1969.  However, it also resulted in the institutional entrenchment and political 
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legitimization of an ideology of “Malay primacy” or “ketuanan Melayu” by the time 
of the late 1970s’. 
KYCO started out as a gathering of friends to venerate Kuan-yin as well as to 
learn and practice Buddhism but its membership expanded gradually over the decade 
and spiked during the 1990s’.  The 1990s’ was an era where the “Sixth Malaysia 
Plan” was rolled-out by then Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad in 1991 that outlined 
a rapid economic program which envisioned the transformation of Malaysia into a 
“fully developed country” by the year 2020.  There were also cultural goals to be 
achieved alongside the economic growth in this plan – primary among those were the 
making of a “liberal and tolerant society in which Malaysians of all colors and creeds 
would be free to practice and profess their customs, cultures and religious beliefs” and 
the vision of a “united Malaysian nation made up of a Malaysian race”.  It was a 
powerful and compelling ideology of unity and liberalism that encouraged the nascent 
development of spiritual movements in Malaysia: during this time, the Taiwan-origin 
humanitarian-work-oriented Tzu Chi organization expanded through the outreach 
efforts of a Taiwanese businessman and his wife based in Melaka (Huang 2009: 247-
266); Yiguandao – a Chinese redemptive cult that has been banned in Singapore sank 
roots in Malaysia and gained tremendous popularity (Soo 1998); the Sai Baba 
movement grew rapidly (Kent 2005), and charity organizations such as the Pure Life 
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Society led by religiously and/or spiritually inspired figures like Mother Managalam 
of Malaysia gained a lot of popular support.  These movements placed great emphasis 
on the idea of humanism; they mainly focused on philanthropic practices and 
encouraged self-cultivation.  Many of their philanthropic and spiritual pursuits are 
aimed at both social as well as personal enrichment.  And their membership 
comprised predominantly of well-educated, middle-class, middle-aged Malaysian 
Chinese professionals who worked white-collar jobs as well as entrepreneurs who ran 
successful businesses; they fraternized in these congregations to network and seek 
outlets for their shared spiritual and emotional needs.  The same people could often be 
found in different spiritual and/or philanthropic organizations.  They developed and 
acquired a morality emphasizing individual responsibility, family, spiritual 
faithfulness as well as a sense of social obligation, even though that morality 
alongside state ideology were often only partially realized. 
The period of my fieldwork coincided with the aftermath of the Hindraf 
protest of November 2007 that was ignited by a series of state-sanctioned demolitions 
of Hindu temples and other encroachments.  The protest laid bare the frustrations of 
Malaysian Indians who have been experiencing socio-economic and political 
marginalization but it won no sympathy from KYCO followers who felt 
inconvenienced by the protest disruptions caused to traffic.  Not long after, Malaysia 
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held its general election in March 2008 which followers expressed a mixture of 
excitement, skepticism and ambivalence.  While many kept up with the unfolding 
political development, they did not believe that elections would be able to solve those 
problems of crime, corruption, racism, rising cost of living, income inequality and 
unemployment.  The subsequent global economic crisis of 2008 caused by the 
American banking/financial meltdown and the devastating Sichuan earthquake in 
May 2008 have had such an overwhelming effect on many of them that it deepened 
their cynicism and reinforced their anxieties and sense of suffering.   
Faced with such deep-seated abjection about the world, they turned to a 
spiritual quest that sought after individual spiritual solutions rather than collective 
social ones.  Hence change is seen as an individual and personal imperative rather 
than a social and/or a collective responsibility.  Social activism is believed to be 
pointless if one does not possess qualities and/or virtues of compassion etc., Sifu said: 
“If you join any NGOs, you meet up with worldly caring beings, 
benevolent and virtuous beings, of course the rascals are also there but 
I am saying if you are true with your practice, spiritual people will 
come.  When you practice caring love, benevolent and virtuous beings 
will come to you and will teach you how to lead the benevolent and 
virtuous life.  It cuts off beyond barriers of religion and race.  You live 
to practice benevolent and spiritual qualities.” 
  
In “saving the world”, followers accept the socio-economic and political status 
quo rather than question it.  They focus their energies on a conservative individualistic 
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ideology of salvation that seeks to save the world through self-cultivation.  Putting 
into practice an alternative idea of “being” and “belonging” defined in universal and 
moral terms, they entertain the possibility of transforming or re-making the world 
through self-cultivation that contemplates upon an “inner life” distinguished and/or 
divorced from the social as well as political realms. 
 
Institutionalizing Kuan-yin Veneration  
The veneration of Kuan-yin can be described as a kind of “personal 
fulfillment” for devotees (Ackerman and Lee 1997: 68).  Kuan-yin is a powerful 
symbol of compassion and efficacy.  Devotees believe that Kuan-yin offers protection 
for women and children as well as relief for those who experience suffering.  It has 
been suggested that the popularity of Kuan-yin amongst the Chinese in Southeast 
Asia arises because ancestral cults, which have been based on notions of lineage, lost 
their hold or appeal to voluntary Buddhist associations in migrant communities 
(Topley 1961, Nyce 1971, Baity 1975, Sangren 1983 in Ackerman and Lee 1997: 69).  
Scholars observed that Kuan-yin’s popularity signaled the decline of patrilineal forms 
of relations and organizations due to the dominance of impersonal market conditions. 
Thus Kuan-yin venerating voluntary Buddhist associations that upheld and 
propagated a “universalistic kinship idiom” (Ackerman and Lee 1997: 70) were able 
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to incorporate unrelated people of different social status, language and ethnicity into 
communities that comprise of members, followers and devotees.  The idea of 
universal kinship entailed new forms of social relatedness through membership and 
association of faith.  It facilitated the development of new social organizations and 
relations that are determined by what people do and how they act in a new 
environment. 
The First Heavenly Sect (Topley 1963), a highly secretive sect from China 
played a key role as a voluntary Buddhist association that propagated Kuan-yin in 
Southeast Asia.  It nurtured the idiom of universal kinship that incorporated devotees 
into a community of “Kuan-yin’s children”.  The sect could be traced back to the 
triad-linked “sectarian” Buddhist White Lotus Sect that sprung-up during the 
fourteenth century against Mongol-rule in China.  White Lotus Sect instigated several 
rebellions and played an instrumental role in establishing the Ming dynasty that 
reigned from the fourteenth to the seventeenth centuries.  Later sect members who 
were wealthy Chinese merchants donated money and land to set up the Waterloo 
Street Kuan-yin temple in Singapore in 1884 and a series of “vegetarian halls” that 
functioned as “mutual aid establishments for women who sought to live unmarried or 
to remain unmarried once they had been widowed” (Prazniak 1999: 229) in other 
parts of the island as well as in Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia, following 
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commercial and family connections, and philanthropic interests.  All these efforts that 
went into establishing public temples and semi-private vegetarian halls contributed 
tremendously to the popularity of Kuan-yin worship. 
 
The Bodhisattva ideology 
The Bodhisattva ideology is the fundamental authorizing discourse for KYCO.  
This ideology exemplifies an embodiment of the Bodhisattva’s self-sacrifice and 
determination to save and/or benefit the world.  These ideals are illustrated in the 
widely popular and timeless myth of the Bodhisattva Kuan-yin as Princess Miao-
shan, the kind and pious Buddhist daughter who severed her limbs and gouged out her 
eyes to concoct medicine so as to cure her father who was a cruel and despotic king, 
of a strange affliction.  Her actions moved the heavens and she was redeemed with a 
splendid new body comprising of one thousand hands and a thousand eyes to “see” 
the sufferings of the world and to help those in need of salvation. 
In Buddhism, the body is denoted by the Sanskrit and Pali word “kaya” which 
covers a range of meanings that may and may not be the same as the conventional 
notion of “body” as a material and physical entity – the term “dharmakaya” in 
Buddhist traditions refer to Buddha’s “true nature” i.e. the lessons of which he 
embodies.  The Buddha’s body is often referred to in its multiplicity of “kayas” that is 
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the physical body; a collective i.e. a “body of”; and/or an essence.  The body is also 
“processual” as “the coming together in a patterned heap of a collective of material 
elements…” (Williams 1997: 207) in a fluid state of constituting and patterning, 
forming and becoming. 
There are many popular stories from the Jataka that tell the sacrifices of the 
Buddha in a previous life as a Bodhisattva where he gives his body or various parts of 
his body for the benefit of others: one such story recounts how the Buddha in a past 
life as a prince fed a hungry hawk with his own flesh in order to save the hawk’s prey.  
From this perspective, the body is meant to benefit others.  In other Buddhist stories, 
the Bodhisattva uses the body skillfully to teach others about “attachments to the 
body”.  In particular, Bodhisattvas are believed to be physically and morally 
transformed by the vows they make that they in turn effect upon and transform others.  
The ethical ideal is such that the use of the body in beneficial ways to help others is 
“expressed in actuality through the Bodhisattva’s social involvement and 
engagement” (Williams 1997: 216 in Coakley ed.).  Hence, the body is of 
considerable value for it is the means as well as the medium in which Bodhisattva 
goals are expressed and manifested.  Yet the body is valuable not only because of its 
potential for the beneficence of others but also because of what it is as the basis of 
salvation and enlightenment.  The Bodhisattva notion of the body also highlights how 
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the body only becomes valuable when it is given away and/or sacrificed, hence in its 
“emptying” the body is simultaneously “filled” and embodied with wisdom, 
compassion, love etc.; thus the Bodhisattva body is a “body-for-others” that expresses 
and manifests certain virtues like compassion, love and kindness, as an active 
embodiment as well as a spiritual attainment.  And through cultivation, meditation, 
rituals and deeds to benefit others, the highly exalted and desirable Bodhisattva 
qualities are generated and embodied. 
In venerating Kuan-yin, KYCO followers are called upon to cultivate the 
Bodhisattva qualities of compassion and loving-kindness.  Cultivation entails a 
regime of prayer, chanting and singing of sutra, listening to Dharma lectures, writing, 
vow-taking and contemplation that as technologies of the self, seeks to effect certain 
changes upon the practitioners’ attitude, disposition, modes of feeling, thinking and 
knowing, in order to attain Bodhisattva-hood.  The idea that one can actually attain 
Bodhisattva-hood is a strong conviction amongst KYCO followers. Cultivation as a 
regime of purposeful and effective actions is underwritten by a notion of the “self” 
that is seen as the body, heart and mind.  This conception of the self does not posit a 
Cartesian dialectic of the body and mind as found in contemporary Western thoughts6 
                                       
6 The explosion of works on the subject of the body over the past three decades has raised more 
questions rather than give a singular definition and understanding about the body.  The question of 
what is the body remains elusive and responses are diverse but scholars generally agree that the body is 
a “cultural obsession”; it is ubiquitous yet difficult to grasp and/or understand (Coakley 1997: 2-3).  
Discussions about the body are notoriously fraught with ideological baggage: in feminist studies, the 
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where the body is believed to be subject to the mind. Taking Mauss’s7 pioneering 
assertion that abilities and faculties are acquired through techniques of the body 
and/or bodily practices as a point of departure, several later scholars have shown how 
beliefs, ideals and ideologies are acquired through bodily techniques as well as 
practices such as listening to cassette-tape sermons (Hirschkind 2005), prayer 
(Robbins 2004; Mahmood 2005), confession and penance (Asad 1993) and veiling 
(Brenner 1996).  Inspired by the figure of the Bodhisattva, the project of KYCO 
followers entails the “becoming” of a compassionate and self-sacrificing person 
whose disposition, comportment, feelings and modes of reasoning and knowing are 
acquired through a regime of self-cultivation. 
While the regime of self-cultivation is central to followers, the central figure 
and notion of Bodhisattva have come to authorize certain beliefs about human 
capacity and values that are embedded in symbols, images, words, objects and 
gestures.  In order to understand the Bodhisattva from the followers’ perspective, I 
                                                                                                             
body mainly represents the female that males seek to dominate whereas in other discourses, the body 
becomes a site of power relations enacted via discipline and surveillance.  Much of this heightened 
concern and insights into the body have been attributed to the social philosophy of Michel Foucault 
who sees the body as an “effect” or subject of modern systems of control and discipline.  Foucault’s 
works emphasize not the body per se but the growing sophistication of such systems brought about by a 
combination of knowledge and power through institutions such as schools, clinics and factories.  
Discourses of the body have predominantly focused on the way the body is constructed discursively.  
Construed as an “object” (of analysis), the body is envisaged as a text that could be read for meanings.  
However, the body is not mere text, sign or symbol – it is a source of meanings that embodies forms of 
existence and relations to the world; it is also a medium through which religion and spiritual projects 
are realized. 
7 Marcel Mauss remarked in his important essay that "man's first and most technical object, and at the 
same time technical means, is his body."(Mauss in van der Veer 1989: 459). 
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pay attention to the ways they talk about it and put into practice those beliefs and 
values pertaining to it.  Thus, I focus on what followers say they do as well as what 
they believe should be done, and their tireless efforts to make that happen.  I also 
examine key concepts and cosmologies that serve as models “of and for” moral 
action, as well as the specific methods employed by followers to produce and generate 
those beliefs, concepts and moral values.  
 
Authorizing Self-Cultivation: American New Age Spiritualism 
While Buddhist institutions of Kuan-yin veneration provide powerful symbols, 
traditions and vocabularies of morality for KYCO followers, their current practice of 
“self-cultivation” only emerged out of the twentieth century globalized spiritual 
movement that provided new forms of language and concepts in which people 
understood themselves and their actions. Spiritual theories and practices of the “self” 
gained tremendous public traction as “New Age Spiritualism” which promoted “self 
awareness”, “self development”, “self consciousness” etc.; spiritual authors such as 
Eckhart Tolle who wrote about the “bliss”, “peace” and “happiness” of spiritual 
“inner transformation” etc. in books such as “The Power of Now” and “A New Earth” 
became overnight media sensations in America.  Their blockbuster works are 
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premised on an underlying notion of and focus on the self8.  For example, Tolle writes 
that, "the primary cause of unhappiness is never the situation but your thoughts about 
it" (Tolle 1997: 96).  Their works received extensive coverage in American 
newspapers and they sold millions of books worldwide.  The American-dominated 
global media, entertainment and publishing industries responded and fed into an 
epoch of individual insecurities and self-doubt which lend such self-help, self-
spiritual personalities and their ideas immense popularity.  These writers not only 
became multibillion-dollar concerns for industrial conglomerates, they suddenly took 
on the role as the world’s psychologist and spiritual teacher.  Their introspective and 
reductionist ideas drew upon a hotchpotch of religious teachings and philosophies that 
ranged from Islam, Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism and Sufism to 
Socrates and Nietzsche, and were constructed out of an Orientalist interpretation of 
Eastern religions and philosophies. 
KYCO’s expansion in the 1980s’ and throughout the 1990s’ coincided with 
the “resurgence” of a counter-culture “New Age Spiritualism” in the West (Heelas 
1996; Hanegraaff 1996).  New Age Spiritualism’s teachings, beliefs and practices 
                                       
8 According to Tolle who once suffered a series of suicidal depression suddenly experienced a life-
changing epiphany one night in 1977 at the age of 29.  He was then a doctoral student at Cambridge 
University.  Recounting the experience, Tolle said, “I couldn’t live with myself any longer. And in this 
a question arose without an answer: who is the ‘I’ that cannot live with the self? What is the self? I felt 
drawn into a void! I didn’t know at the time that what really happened was the mind-made self, with its 
heaviness, its problems, that lives between the unsatisfying past and the fearful future, collapsed. It 
dissolved. The next morning I woke up and everything was so peaceful. The peace was there because 
there was no self. Just a sense of presence or “beingness,” just observing and watching”. 
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invoked Orientalist assumptions about non-Western religions and traditions, and then 
disseminated them from Western centers of spiritual power to inform, legitimize and 
(re)constitute spiritual practices and understandings for those in non-Western societies 
such as KYCO who deploys the vocabulary and rhetoric of New Age Spiritualism as I 
have observed in one of Sifu’s Dharma lectures delivered one evening in November 
2008: 
“So the time for correction has to come some time and what could be 
better than now when the world is moving on to a new millennium.  
You know how broad the hint or not?  Time for world correction, the 
new millennium, the Age of Aquarian.  You have to correct to take off 
rubbish before the house is clean, isn’t it?  That is why for us is, last 
year, this year, actually is self-cleansing through self-knowing, self-
correcting.  These three simple six words is enough for you to enter in 
your Practice so true that the Gods will be jealous of you (they can’t 
practise), the Sage will praise you (they say you have heard my 
teachings) and the Bodhisattvas will rejoice (they will help you).  The 
Gods are kind to bring you to the Way, the Sages are caring enough to 
teach you the Way, the Bodhisattvas will go all the way to ensure you 
attain the bodhi mind.  Go up and bow…It is also love, those who want 
to hear about love.  This is the Path of Love.  You know it, your loving 
heart comes forth.” 
 
New Age Spiritualism: a background 
New Age spiritualism emerged from the margins of eighteenth century 
Christianity in Europe as an alternative belief system proclaiming spiritualism, sexual 
and theological unions as a result of the West’s “newly discovered” religions in India.  
During the nineteenth century, Helena Petrowna Blavatsky (1831-1891) founded the 
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Theosophical Society which promoted the idea of universalism in response to the 
“bigotry” and “sectarianism” of Christianity, by encouraging the study of religion, 
philosophy and science that she believed would develop the spirit of universalism and 
humanity.  In 1877, Madam Blavatsky published “Isis Unveiled” in two volumes 
critiquing certain dogmas of science and religion, and expounded spiritualism as a 
“unifying agent that can be studied in a scientific manner” (Hanegraaff 1998: 451).  
Informed by Orientalist religion and philosophy, “Isis Unveiled” emphasized the 
responsibility and capability of man to “know” God through his own (immortal) self.  
The initial ideas of “Isis Unveiled” would continue to be shaped by twentieth century 
spiritual authors who adopted the vocabulary, prose and rhetoric of this landmark 
piece of work.  Here is an extract from “Isis Unveiled”: 
“When, years ago, we first travelled over the East, exploring the 
penetralia of its deserted sanctuaries, two saddening and ever-recurring 
questions oppressed our thoughts: Where, WHO, WHAT is GOD? 
Who ever saw the IMMORTAL SPIRIT of man, so as to be able to 
assure himself of man's immortality?  It was while most anxious to 
solve these perplexing problems that we came into contact with certain 
men, endowed with such mysterious powers and such profound 
knowledge that we may truly designate them as the sages of the Orient. 
To their instructions we lent a ready ear. They showed us that by 
combining science with religion, the existence of God and immortality 
of man's spirit may be demonstrated like a problem of Euclid. For the 
first time we received the assurance that the Oriental philosophy has 
room for no other faith than an absolute and immovable faith in the 
omnipotence of man's own immortal self. We were taught that this 
omnipotence comes from the kinship of man's spirit with the Universal 




Drawing from a wide array of Eastern spiritual teachings and philosophy, 
Blavatsky and subsequent twentieth century spiritual writers would present 
Orientalist-constructed challenges to Western foundations of thinking, by forwarding 
new ways of thinking about (them)selves. 
 
New Age Spiritualism: universalism and self-spirituality 
Madam Blavatsky formulated a notion of “universalism” and “self-
spirituality” by advocating for “the fundamental unity of all existence” (Heelas 1996: 
45) and “a universal and ageless occult knowledge” (ibid).   By the twentieth century, 
numerous organizations have been founded on Madam Blavatsky’s theosophical ideas 
and teachings.  In 1972, the “I Am” movement led by Guy and Edna Ballard reached 
as many as three million people in America and is carried on by Elizabeth Clare 
Prophet of the Church Universal and Triumphant whose articles were printed in 
KYCO’s publications 9 .  During the 1990s’, spiritual writers and self-help 
motivational speakers developed their careers in America and attained international 
prominence.  They assembled and synthesized religious teachings that mystified and 
promoted a “new” culture of the self.  Fueled by the American press and media 
                                       
9 In the KYCO 2003 “Book of Spiritual Awakening”, one of Elizabeth Clare Prophet’s articles 
described Kuan-yin vividly as an “intercessor” along with Virgin Mary, Portia the Goddess of Justice 
and “other members of the Karmic Board” who have come to assist Saint Germaine the Hierarch of 
Aquarius to save people in the present dark age and bring about “a golden age of freedom, peace and 
enlightenment” (KYCO 2003: 54). 
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industry, their books were reviewed and debated in established newspapers, and 
writers such as Eckhart Tolle, Deepak Chopra etc. appeared on popular television 
“talk-show” programs hosted by personalities such as Oprah Winfrey who promoted 
their works extensively to an English-speaking cable-networked international 
audience in 2008. They gained a following of film stars and celebrities who claimed 
that these works have made “transformational” impacts to their lives.  With the advent 
of twenty-first century internet shopping and consumption, “Amazon” moved three 
and a half million copies of Tolle’s book “The Power of Now”.  
New Age adherents in the twentieth century embraced “rationalism” to 
legitimate a spiritual worldview on one hand but used it to attack existing scientific 
consensus which they associate with academic establishments - regarded as 
thoroughly “materialistic” and un-conducive to human progress, advocating instead a 
“unified” worldview that encompasses a scientific, philosophical as well as mystical 
interpretation and perspective of the world.  They seek “wholeness” and “holism” 
rather than dualist or reductionist forms of understanding and expression, addressing 
distinctions between God and man, man and nature, spirit and matter, body and mind 
as well as those modern tendencies to reduce the whole (of organism, organization 
etc.) to its smallest components, reduce spirit to matter so that spirit becomes a matter 
of essentially material processes and collapsing the body to mind following Cartesian 
33 
 
notion of thinking.  The New Age’s response to these dualisms and reductions was to 
reconsider reality as being either derived from one “ultimate source” and/or based on 
“universal relatedness” of everything in the universe (Hanegraaff 1996: 120).  
According to Heelas (1996), the experience of upheavals in life as well as 
profound social changes were some of the reasons why New Age adherents turned 
towards an ethos of the self and/or a notion of self-spirituality10.  Likewise, KYCO 
followers cease to think of themselves as “belonging to” or “informed by” discrete 
systems of tradition and culture.  Living the good life, solving everyday life problems 
and seeking advancement have become less a matter of heeding social duties and 
obligations.  It has become a matter of spiritual practice that engenders the 
experiencing and cultivating of a creative and autonomous life.  It is a practice 
predicated on an internal referencing precept of the self.  New Age Spiritualism 
signified a religious “revivalism” of sorts that often reflected a state of confusion and 
anxiety; its spiritual programs, ideologies and practices illustrated a complex human 
activity of living in and making the world through “self-making” as the ultimate 
process of creating meaning and value. 
 
                                       
10 New Age spiritualism is a way of life centered around the self/individual based on ideas and 
teachings which operated in the following manner: firstly, it affirms for the adherent the uncertainties 
of life; secondly, it describes an utopian condition or what it is to be like in utopia and finally it 
provides the “solution” or means of achieving/attaining these utopian goals and/or salvation. 
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Outline of the chapters 
Chapter 1 attempts to outline a “possible history” for KYCO in the tradition of 
“redemptive cults” such as the First Heavenly and White Lotus Sect.  Looking into 
the long history of redemptive cults, I attempt to delineate a spiritual tradition wherein 
the idea of “moral power” (Ownby 2008) is marked by an overt intention to save 
others and the promise of salvation and/or redemption.  While this history is marked 
by examples of how moral power and/or the promise of redemption was invoked to 
lead peasant uprisings like the White Lotus sect rebellions in eighteenth century China 
(Haar 1992), research by Prasenjit Duara (2003), David Ownby (2008) etc. reveal 
how twentieth century redemptive cults’ calls to morality and apocalyptic discourses 
have also led to massive mobilization of resources for humanitarian purposes – for 
example to provide aid relief during the Sino-Japanese war (1931-1945) in China 
(Duara 2003: Chapters 3 and 4).  Several of these cults such as the First Heavenly 
Sect have also successfully transplanted themselves overseas to countries such as 
Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand and Taiwan following the business 
networks of migrant Chinese; these cults were led by charismatic individuals who 
managed to build their own successful businesses as well as develop spiritual careers 
out of powerful moral ideologies based on self-cultivation to establish networks and 
institutions that mobilized people and resources.  
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Chapter 2 offers an ethnographic glimpse into the world of KYCO where I 
have based my fieldwork and it discusses my circuitous “arrival” into the field.  This 
chapter provides an overview of KYCO as to its organizational nature and 
composition as well as affiliations.  It also examines the organization’s key objectives, 
activities and seeks to understand what some of their social implications may be in the 
context of Malaysian society. 
Chapter 3 takes a close look at the religious career of Sifu and his connections 
with Tibetan Buddhism.  Like redemptive cults, charismatic masters such as Sifu play 
an important role in the organization.  Sifu embodies “moral power” or the 
compelling intention of saving others, which is displayed through his oratorical skills, 
wisdom and righteous character.  He is represented as an exemplar of the Bodhisattva 
and Bodhisattva-hood. Sifu’s divine image is conflated with the social prestige of a 
“towkay” or Chinese businessman who possessed himself as a privileged source of 
wealth and morality.  
Chapter 4 profiles ardent KYCO followers exemplified by people such as 
Swee Kiat, Lim Kuan Meng and Wendy Ong who bring with them personal insights, 
stories, encounters, anecdotes and experiences of becoming Bodhisattvas; they 
demonstrate tremendous commitment, conviction and resilience towards what seems 
like an “impossible goal” to detractors and skeptics. 
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Chapters 5 and 6 seek to gain an understanding of why and how people would 
be committed to a spiritual regime by analyzing the Dharma session that is held twice 
a week where followers gather to pray, sing, chant, contemplate, write and listen to 
Sifu’s Dharma lectures.  The main question for the analysis is this: I ask what is 
achieved by engaging in these activities and what changes are effected.  I argue that 
all these activities of praying, chanting, singing, contemplating, writing and listening 
to Dharma lectures carried out during the Dharma session constitute a regime of self-
cultivation, and I illustrate how these activities seek to bring about deep-seated 
transformations in perception, action and responses that are consistent with certain 
moral expectations and ideologies. 
In Chapter 7, I demonstrate how the seemingly ordinary and straightforward 
notion of compassion becomes a moral conundrum characterized by a dilemma of 
altruistic selflessness and self-interest.  Shaped by discourses of Buddhist karma and 
cultural underpinnings of the “good life”, the ideology of compassion nevertheless 
gains significant traction amongst followers as a form of moral responsibility. 
Therefore, this thesis seeks to shed light on the experiences of people in 
KYCO as they learn, teach and attempt to put into practice a regime of self-cultivation 
to become Bodhisattvas.  It is concerned with the question of why and how people 
willingly pursue what skeptics have deemed as the “impossible goal” of a religious or 
37 
 
spiritual life.  In dealing with this question, I examine the ways by which these 
Bodhisattva aspirants create meanings, and open up a consideration of morality in a 
discussion of spiritual practices and ideologies.  I attempt to address a variety of 
issues such as the processes by which the spiritual self is formed; the personal 
significance of spiritual practice for practitioners, and the ways in which these 
significances are informed and authorized by popular religious and cultural 
discourses.  Drawing on a spectrum of historical and anthropological literature, I 
situate KYCO within the trajectory of spiritual cultivation and practices, moral power 
and leadership as well as the philanthropy of redemptive cults.  Like the widely 
syncretizing and universalizing ethos of its predecessors, KYCO shifted, appropriated 
and negotiated itself in the contemporary context of Kuan-yin veneration as well as 










Chapter 1: Outline of a “possible history” 
Centering on the veneration of the Bodhisattva Kuan-yin, KYCO illustrates a 
vernacular understanding of Kuan-yin as a symbol of compassion and sacrifice 
amongst Chinese communities in what scholars call a “public discourse” (Zigon 2008: 
162-165).  It is articulated in popular media, arts, literature and myths, as beliefs and 
grandmother’s stories that take a mixture of religious as well as cultural reference 
points.  It provides a public vision of morality and expresses an “everyday” moral 
voice.  Kuan-yin is by far one of the most important figures in Chinese Buddhism and 
popular religion.  As a cultural-religious symbol of Chinese Buddhism, Kuan-yin 
emerged in significant encounters and times of change, and this is illustrated in its 
iconic transformation of the Hindu-Buddhist import into China of the male deity 
Avalokitesvara into the female Kuan-yin at the turn of the seventh century (Yu 2001).  
Over the centuries, followers identify with Kuan-yin as an enduring symbol of 
salvation and intimacy in epochs of peace and prosperity as well as war and other 
social upheavals that spawned the development of “redemptive cults” which I 
examine in later sections. 
The narrative of Kuan-yin itself provides various moral perspectives through 
popular media such as film and the novel as well as the Buddhist scripture.  It 
emphasizes virtues of compassion, equanimity and sacrifice; experiences of suffering 
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and salvation, as well as the notions of sincerity and efficaciousness in film, novel and 
the marvel of a scriptural tradition that renders Kuan-yin as an “empty signifier” 
where it has come to mean so much to so many people and for so long a time.  The 
narrative also serves as a medium for different feelings – both popular and personal, 
to be articulated together.  An open-ended and non-judgmental kind of morality is 
being articulated for example when the narrative states that one need not be “a monk, 
a male or a literate person” or “required to live according to Buddhist precepts and 
ethics”, in order to receive (and/or to give) help.  The narrative of Kuan-yin provides 
important insights into the moral selfhood, identity and disposition of its devotees as 
well as ways of inscribing the “socio-historic-cultural range” of what is sayable and 
possible.  It not only describes a moral vision of that which makes a good and just 
person but also articulates and conceptualizes “the relationship between individual 
persons, their immediate moral community, and the kind of work it takes for these 
persons to make themselves and the community into the kind of moral beings they 
hope to be” (Zigon 2008: 150).  
By identifying with the protagonist Kuan-yin, people also identify with each 
other through a shared sentiment about Kuan-yin as a feeling of knowing and 
closeness to her.  As a kind of moral exemplar for people to try to live up to, the 
narrative of Kuan-yin in the story of Princess Miao-shan exemplifies virtues of 
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compassion, equanimity and sacrifice by telling the tale of how the princess severed 
her limbs and gouged out her eyes to concoct a medicine so as to save her father even 
though he had been cruel to her.  In doing so, Princess Miao-shan achieves “moral 
self-perfection” and becomes Kuan-yin.  Hearing the story, one may recoil at the 
morbid and extreme means through which the ends of moral self-perfection are 
attained.  Yet it is this emotional response that is central to the way in which the 
Kuan-yin narrative works as a source of moral education.  Unlike other exemplar 
narratives that provide moral guidance with codes of conduct or examples that 
listeners could follow and embody themselves, the Kuan-yin/Princess Miao-shan 
narrative cannot stand as a guide for what to do in any particular situation.  Like 
Prince Vessantara’s “excessive generosity” in Buddhist Jataka tales, Princess Miao-
shan’s sacrifice is equally excessive and it is meant to evoke an emotional response 
that would do the “moral work”. 
Kuan-yin has remained a compelling figure of salvation for generations of 
devotees.  For the Chinese communities in Southeast Asia, Taiwan and Hong Kong, 
the story of Kuan-yin has been immortalized by one of the most iconic actress of the 
time Li Li-hua in the 1967 Hong Kong film entitled “Kuan Shi Yin” that chronicled 
the selfless sacrifice and redemption of the chaste and filial daughter Princess Miao-
shan.  There are two main themes in the Kuan-yin/Miao-shan narrative: the strong 
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emphasis on self-sacrifice points to a discourse of morality affirming suffering, 
austerity and renunciation as means as well as forms of virtue and/or a virtuous 
nature11; the second theme that resonates throughout the narrative, and for which 
holds great appeal to so many people is the compelling notion of compassion.  
In the epic one-hundred-chapter novel entitled “Journey to the West” 
(henceforth known as “Journey”) that is regarded by scholars as the epitome of 
Chinese literary production, Kuan-yin has been affirmed as a compassionate savior 
who could deliver anyone regardless of their moral qualifications from difficulties and 
bring about spiritual attainment.  The association with Buddhism is explicit – her 
journeying into the mortal realm is in the nature of the Bodhisattva as one who puts 
her own ultimate salvation on-hold by returning to help others achieve theirs, 
commonly expressed in Chinese verses as “reverse compassion” or “dao-hang ci-bei”(
倒行慈悲) in a descent from Buddha-hood into the realm of the sentient world.  
Unlike in the Theravada tradition where the term Bodhisattva refers exclusively to the 
past lives of Gautama Buddha as recorded in the Jataka, the Bodhisattva in the 
Mahayana tradition refers to “those who are constantly active in the service of all 
                                       
11 I find Susanne Mrozik’s analysis on the Sanskrit narrative of Rupavati i.e. “Beautiful Woman” to be 
particularly instructive here in understanding the normalization of virtue(s).  Through her application of 
Judith Butler’s theory on the “materialization of bodies” and the production of the “abject” (Mrozik 
2006: 15-47), Mrozik shows how Rupavati’s “affirmation of an abject identity produces bodies that 
challenge normative representations of virtuous bodied beings” (ibid: 29).  It suggests to me a 




beings” – an idea, according to the renowned scholar of Indian history A.L. Basham 
that originally developed in close proximity with Hinduism and Zoroastrianism to a 
common source in the Middle-East before the first century (Kawamura 1981: xii), 
suggesting that the Mahayana Bodhisattva concept is probably a product of Greco-
Indic-Persian religious and cultural “hybridization” rather than a “tradition” within a 
purely Buddhist framework. 
Journey’s literary genesis can be attributed to evangelizing Buddhist monks 
who attempted to teach profound Buddhist principles through story-telling – “a 
practice for which the Buddha himself might be said to have provided the exemplary 
precedent” (Yu 1977:22).  One of the most important Buddhist texts, following this 
endeavor to popularize Buddhism consist of “imaginative elaborations and expansions 
of individual episodes in a Buddhist sutra, with events and persons freely altered or 
added…”, is called the Saddharmapundarikasutra otherwise more commonly referred 
to by its Chinese translation as the Lotus Sutra or “miao-fa lian-hua jing” (妙法莲花
经).  Here in the Lotus Sutra, an entire chapter is dedicated to Kuan-yin who makes an 
important appearance. The Lotus Sutra in particular is filled with florid details of 
wealth, rendering vivid images of bejeweled shrines and marvelous cities.  Imbued 
with arcane metaphysical ramblings and repetitive verses, the Lotus Sutra would 
appear to be – in the words of the British Methodist missionary-in-China-turned-
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Sinologist William E. Soothill “tedious and often puerile to our sated taste” (Soothill 
1930: 4).  Yet the Lotus Sutra, translated into Chinese under the penmanship of the 
Kucha (present-day Hetian, Xinjiang) monk Kumarajiva (344-413) at Chang’an 
(present-day Xi’an) during the early fifth century has been hailed as a literary 
masterpiece that engaged Buddhist specialists and the literati throughout time, and 
became a centrifugal force in the gentrification and exegetical development of (early) 
Chinese Buddhism.  Seen through the lens of Chinese literary scholars, Buddhist 
scriptures in medieval China, facilitated by traveling monks and a literary tradition 
nourished metaphysical and moral discourses outside the monastic that flourished 
amongst the literati. 
The Lotus speaks of events that took place in indescribable eons of time ago, 
and in worlds that are as numerous as “the sands of Ganges river” – impressing upon 
the reader the infinity and the cosmic scale of the drama that is unfolding.  The 
significance of the statistical numbers is as much a matter of expressing the 
immeasurable as it is meant to “boggle the mind and jar it loose from its conventional 
concepts of time and space.  For in the realm of “Emptiness”, time and space as we 
conceive them are meaningless; anywhere is the same as everywhere, and now, then, 
never, forever are all one” (Watson 1993: xvi).  From a “soteriological” perspective, 
the conventional notion of past, present and future times, and the “boundedness” of 
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space are suspended in the principle of “sameness” where “now” and “then”, “I’ and 
“others” are no longer mutually distinguishable. 
By projecting “sameness” as an empathetic attitude, the Lotus conveys a 
message that “emptiness” is inherent in the “true nature” of all things: the intent of 
those expressions of vastness and ideas of “emptiness” as the Buddhist scholar 
Michael Pye (1994) notes is to “unsettle fixed notions…in order to achieve a spiritual 
state free from attachment to particular points” (Pye 1994: 174).  In seeking to 
rationalize a “relative position” that would justify departures from the “authority” and 
“tradition” of its times, the Lotus enshrines values of ambiguity and open-endedness 
by recognizing the equal potential of “Buddha-hood” in all beings.  And like in all 
Mahayana sutras - myths, parables and similes are used in the Lotus to inspire, teach, 
chastise and advertise.   
Much of the Lotus is also taken up with the devotional aspect – calling upon 
the readers and hearers to “act out the sutra with their bodies and minds rather than 
merely reading it, and in that way to enter into its meaning” (Watson 1993: xxi).  It 
describes the merits to be gained from reading, reciting, copying and teaching the 
sutra and encourages offerings to be made to the Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, stupas and 
the Sangha.  Details of the types of offerings ranging from objects of flowers, incense, 
gold, gems, food and clothing, to prayers, music and chants of praises and the self-
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sacrifice of one’s life/body are vividly depicted.  What is difficult to notice as one gets 
“caught-up” in the dramatic and colorful elaboration of the Lotus which the Tanabes’ 
(1989) astutely observe is that the delivery of the Lotus sermon - all set-up in the first 
chapter of the sutra, “never takes place”:  
“The text, so full of merit, is about a discourse which is never 
delivered; it is a lengthy preface without a book” (Tanabe and Tanabe 
1989: 2). 
 
Unlike other texts or sutras, the essence or meaning of the Lotus Sutra is open 
to various interpretations because its content is empty - it is an open invitation to fill-
in what is not said i.e. the un-preached sermon and it could therefore be molded 
according to the needs of its users.  There is neither text nor context in the Lotus - 
only “pure context” as the Lotus is undefined in terms of a “fixed doctrinal value”.  
Tanabe’s observation also points out a need to highlight those strategies employed in 
“rendering” the text from a “spectator’s standpoint” and to acknowledge the plurality 
of meanings in and of the text that are continuously co-authored and entwined 
between the authors, propagators, readers and recipients engaged in the processes of 
reading, reciting, reproducing, recreating and thus completing the text. 
According to scholars of the Lotus Sutra, the cultivation of a perspective of 
“sameness” that would lead to the development of “insight into the true nature of 
things” is articulated as the highest goal of the aspiring Bodhisattva.  The process of 
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self-cultivation translates into concrete activities and practices in terms of how 
aspirants relate to others and the world.  It entails a re-negotiation of “traditional” 
patterns of relationship and spaces engendered by the living and working 
environments as well as the social, political commitments and expectations that come 
with it.  Therefore, the Lotus may be considered to be a kind of radical literature in 
which the aspirant becomes the focus of his own cultivation. 
 
From text to practice 
Mr. Edwards, a retired Christian schoolmaster and fellow resident of Taman 
Paramount estate is an unhappy man.  He had complained to the municipal office 
about excessive noise and smoke emanating from KYCO even if it is impossible to 
hear, see or smell anything from where he lives on a parallel street several houses 
away.  “He thinks we are a devil-worshipping cult,” said Uncle David, a KYCO elder. 
The municipal office responded with several building checks and conducted the 
occasional surveillance but has otherwise mainly left everyone alone.  Other residents 
are more sympathetic if not tolerant especially on festival days when the suburban 
oasis comprising of low-rise link-houses, are choke-a-block with cars and thousands 
of white-clad devotees who descend upon the quiet and peaceful neighborhood.  
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In 2001, KYCO was forced to move out of their premise at Jalan Klang Lama 
which they had occupied for five years under a government land-acquisition program.  
The timely offer of a bungalow at Taman Overseas Union Group (Taman OUG) by 
Dato Lim Keng Siew who had recently acquired the property was, according to Uncle 
David due to the “unseen hands of the Divine Mother Kuan-yin”.  With contributions 
from over twenty thousand donors, KYCO finally acquired its current twin inter-
linked double-storey premise at Taman Paramount and moved-in in May 2006.  
Sifu and his followers pointed out to me on several occasions that they are 
neither a temple nor a sect.  They are a “contemplative order” and the Taman 
Paramount premise is a “way-house” or “center” where they gather to listen to 
Dharma lectures, pray and chant.  KYCO followers practice “contemplation” which is 
a systematic, methodological and progressive form of cultivating morality; their 
ultimate goal of achieving Bodhisattva-hood is otherwise worldly in the sense that 
they believe doing good deeds and living an upright life begets good fortune.  Yet it is 
not sufficient to be “just” performing good, kind and charitable deeds, such actions 
must be spontaneous and must spring from “within”. Sifu elaborates during a Dharma 
lecture in April 2009: 
“The Ten Steps of Practice is to attain the heart that loves 
unconditionally, purely, impartially, divinely, etc.  It is when such a 
mind or such a heart has been awakened, that your life will take on a 
new transformation.  This is when you begin to grow spiritually, your 
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heart is filled with space for spiritual qualities to take root in.  This is 
when you realize the difference between a worldly person and a 
spiritual person.  This is when you would, on your own, begin to live a 
more ethical life, begin to learn to regulate your life by living in accord 
with the moral precepts.  This is when you are starting to take on 
learning how to be your own master, mastering your mind by 
conquering your senses.  This is when you begin to want to sit and sit 
and sit and through this sitting, you enter into contemplation 
eventually.  Ours is called the Path of Contemplation.” 
 
The point of cultivation is to live well in accordance to a code of morality.  It 
is not a question whether KYCO’s contemplation is a “cultivation practice” linked to 
labels such as “new religious movements” and “new age spirituality”.  For the 
purpose of research, I consider all activities ranging from meditation to chanting and 
singing collectively as cultivation practice and/or a regime of self-cultivation.  In the 
case of KYCO, it is in the sense of “progressing” from specific acts of kindness, 
generosity etc. to becoming a kind and generous person.  Cultivation engenders 
purposeful acts and practices where morality, grounded in human intentions and 
desires becomes a matter of “judging the right balance to fit the immediate 
circumstances” (Lambek 2010: 19).  Morality is couched in a sense of knowing when 
to do what, a “temperance” KYCO followers regard as “wisdom”. 
A major outcome of cultivation practice is that followers become highly 
conscious about whether their thoughts and emotions are compatible to the actions 
they perform. Questions of sincerity ensue, indicating an anxiety as to how one can 
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become moral (or pious etc.) through ways which require more than the simple 
performance of good deeds but the inculcation of certain disposition, bodily 
comportment, feeling and mode of reasoning until these become “embodied habits” 
(Mahmmod 2005: 194). 
In this chapter, I address cultivation practice mainly to bring a discussion 
about “redemptive power” (Ownby 2008) which occurs within (the body of) the 
individual master and practitioner as well as outside of it.  While there have been 
examples of such power that has led to peasant uprisings like the “White Lotus sect” 
rebellions in eighteenth century China (Haar 1992) which were motivated by the 
promise of salvation, recent research by Prasenjit Duara (2003), David Ownby (2008) 
etc. also reveal how twentieth century redemptive cults calls to morality and the 
apocalyptic discourses that they engaged in, have led to massive mobilization of 
immense resources for humanitarian purposes – for example the promotion of 
women’s education (Duara 2003: Chapters 3 and 4) during the Sino-Japanese war 
(1931-1945) as well as other social reforms.  The strong humanitarian agenda is 
powerful and it has been tapped by charismatic masters such as Tzu Chi’s Venerable 
Cheng Yen who developed an emotional program that garnered a loyal international 
following (Huang 2009). The healing and salvation of individuals indicate that social 
change and transformation are experienced first and foremost through the body. Thus 
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cultivation enables an experiencing of the social that engenders a social 
transformation through the body and bodily practices (see also Farquhar and Zhang 
2005). 
I situate KYCO and its cultivation practice in the discursive tradition of 
contemporary Chinese redemptive cults because it provided the vocabulary, ideas, 
cosmologies and ideals based on certain conceptions of universalism and morality.  
KYCO does not necessarily emerge from this history, and neither is KYCO an 
alternative version of the redemptive cults tradition.  I diagnose KYCO through the 
contingencies of a history characterized by conditions of uncertainties, hardship and 
suffering, as well as local leadership in the form of charismatic masters in order to 
suggest an outline of possibility for the history, or a “genealogy” (Asad 1993) of the 
KYCO present. 
On record, KYCO is a registered Buddhist organization called “Dharma 
House Society” and followers identify themselves as Buddhists.  Under the Malaysian 
Constitution, people are guaranteed freedom of religion except for Article 160 which 
considers all ethnic Malays to be Muslims.  Non-Muslims are represented by the 
Malaysian Consultative Council of Buddhists, Christians, Hindus and Sikhs 
(MCCBCHS) formed in 1983 to deliberate on “inter-faith relations” (Soo 1997: 143).  
The composition of the council shows as awkwardly as its long acronym suggests, the 
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perception that “all Chinese Malaysian [are] ‘Buddhists’ on the part of the 
government” (ibid).  
The Malaysian state’s attitude towards Buddhism is benign as far as Buddhist 
insiders such as Piyasilo (1988) and scholars (Lee 1997) can tell.  The public image of 
Buddhism has been that of private rectitude but more importantly it is because several 
mainstream Buddhist groups have been supportive of the ruling “Barisan Nasional” 
(BN) government (Soo 1997).  Buddhists also know how to conduct themselves 
“appropriately”: during the 2008 Vesak day procession, I recalled marching alongside 
a group of energetic youths from the Young Buddhists Association of Malaysia 
(YBAM).  They were dressed in white and sang Buddhist hymns in high spirits.  I 
remembered how a car had veered dangerously close to the group and its passenger 
shouted “Balek Kampong!” before speeding off, had drawn no response from the 
disciplined marchers.  As the group approached Masjid Negara, there was a long hush 
from a single voice amongst the youths and everyone stopped singing.  The marchers 
trudged on silently until all have past the mosque and the high-spirited singing 
resumed again.  Nothing seemed to dampen the mood of this group of young 
marchers. 
KYCO’s links to Buddhism are apparent not only because followers identify 
themselves as Buddhists but also because of the “practical advantages” of being 
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recognized by the state as a Buddhist organization in Malaysia.  But to refer to KYCO 
as Buddhist or “lay Buddhist” obscures the nature of its teachings and practices 
although labels in the arsenal of (religious) description including “sectarian” and 
“syncretic” are inaccurate and do not say anything at all because Chinese popular 
religions are “radically syncretic” (Ownby 2008: 27). 
I propose to “group” KYCO together with redemptive cults and the “self-
cultivation movement” on the premise that they share the same characteristic of 
having been organized by and around charismatic masters who possess extraordinary 
powers of healing, clairvoyance and lead exemplary ethical lives.  They teach a 
message of salvation grounded in moral practices – calling for repentance and moral 
rectitude in apocalyptic times.  Their message includes corporeal techniques such as 
hand signs (mudras), singing and chanting; meditation and self-reflection under the 
guidance of the master. 
The term “redemptive cults” or “redemptive societies” was first connoted by 
Prasenjit Duara (2003) in his study of Manchukuo12 – “the Japanese puppet state 
established in the Chinese northeast (Manchuria) between 1932 and 1945” (Duara 
2003: 1).  Later scholars have also used the term to describe and identify groups such 
                                       
12  In his highly sophisticated study of Manchukuo (1932-1945), Duara (2003) highlighted the 
entanglements of imperialism and nationalism, modernity and tradition, transcendental ideals and 
ideologies of sovereignty, as a highly problematic and paradoxical production of the conditions of 
modernity and modern times during the early twentieth century.  
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as Falun Gong (Ownby 2008) and Dejiao (Formoso 2010).  Redemptive cults which 
emerged out of the troubled times at the turn of the twentieth century in China “urged 
the extinguishing of worldly desires and engagement in moral action” (Duara 
2003:103), retaining sectarian traditions and scriptures as well as popular practices 
such as divination, spirit writing and so on.  Responding to the scholarship of Asad 
(1993), Duara also seeks larger conceptual issues that demonstrates how discursive 
traditions such as the practice of “self-cultivation” provided ideas and notions of 
sovereignty for the project of nation-making in Manchukuo that defined the project of 
modernization in Chinese religion.  
Redemptive cults such as “Dao De-hui” (Morality Society), “Daoyuan” 
(Society of the Way), “Zailijiao” (The Teaching of the Abiding Principle), “Shijie 
Zongjiao Datong-hui” (Society for the Great Unity of World Religions) and 
“Yiguandao” (Way of Pervading Unity) claimed a following from seven million to 
thirty million people in China from the 1930s’ to 1940s’ (Duara 2003:103).  These 
cults taught and put into practice a universalizing and syncretic form of Chinese 
Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism.  Members of contemporary redemptive 
societies were usually drawn from the cities and urban townships.  They included the 
local gentry and officials who came together for a purpose in philanthropy such as 
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disaster relief, poverty alleviation and education, the teaching of virtue like charity 
and filial piety, as well as self-cultivation.  
By the turn of the twentieth century, redemptive societies had come to 
incorporate/include Christianity and Islam to make claims to a universal truth.  They 
adapted the “temporal vision of a progressive history” (Duara 2003: 104) in charting a 
doctrinal path of spiritual development.  Moral and spiritual goals as well as processes 
were pitted against hedonistic materialism; communal and community needs were put 
before self-interest.  Popular concerns about moral progress and the rhetoric of 
universal redemption came to be associated with “civilizational ideals and practices” 
of “wenming” and “jiaohua” (ibid: 105-106), with the explicit aim of teaching the 
truths of  “heaven” and/or the “way” to transform selves and society, and to “urge 
towards a transcendent universalism” (ibid) or restore the “glory of ancient 
civilization” (Formoso 2010). 
Thus redemptive cults not only embody virtues of an older moral order, they 
are also engaged in the “civilizing process” by rationalizing and syncretizing 
fundamental values to reconstruct community along utopian visions of the future. 
Self-cultivation then, would lead to the achievement of civilized nobility or “wen”.  
And self-cultivation of a strong inner spirit “neisheng” that matched the outer/worldly 
dimension “waiwang” constituted a fundamental practice of redemptive societies.  
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Therefore self cultivation practices included the “outer” or outward expression of 
kindness such as the performing of charity or charitable deeds as well as “inner” 
practices of close moral and spiritual introspection, maintaining abstinences and strict 
observation of moral code or behavior and bodily comportment. 
Taking a more “actor-centric” and narrative historical approach in this chapter, 
I suggest that KYCO stands in close relation to “Dejiao”, one of several redemptive 
cults that have emerged in Chaozhou, China during the Sino-Japanese war.  It spread 
to Southeast Asia particularly Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand during the 1950s’.  
KYCO’s development from a small group of friends who once gathered in a small 
office to chant, sing and worship Buddhist saints and deities in 1980, into a 
substantial following with a formalized doctrine and practice by the twenty-first 
century resonates deeply and in many ways parallel Dejiao’s history of charismatic 
founders, syncretic belief, teaching and propagation of virtue, as well as philanthropic 
aspirations.  And especially in practice, Dejiao bears close resemblance to KYCO in 
the sense that the gods communicate directly with followers – KYCO followers 
contemplate in order to receive “divine messages” whereas Dejiao followers perform 






Dejiao developed out of Chinese popular religion closely associated with 
sectarian traditions including the veneration of Buddhist and Taoist saints.  It was 
started by Yang Rui-dong (adept name Rui-de) and Yang Ru-hao – two Teochew 
young men, in response to the sufferings caused by the impacts of the Sino-Japanese 
war (1931-1945) in Chaozhou, China.  Prior to the war, they were already well-known 
as devout Buddhists in the area.  Both were from well-off rural families who made 
their fortunes in the tea trade, owning plantations, factories and teashops in the region.  
With the war, they lost most of their family fortunes and tried to seek relief from their 
present predicament with the help of the gods.  Yang Rui-dong and Yang Ru-hao 
performed “fu-ji”（扶乩) – a form of spirit writing for the first time in 1939: 
“…the first divine pen they used was cut down from a willow tree 
chosen at random, and for several days pairs of absolute beginners 
rotating within a group of eight volunteers tried without success to get 
in touch with heaven’s gods by chanting incantations extracted from 
prayers they obtained from books stored in the library of the Yang 
lineage hall.  Finally, after more than twenty hours of inertia, the 
forked branch handled by Yang Rui-de and Yang Ru-hao started to 
trace characters.  Two Taoist Masters of the Tang dynasty, Lin Chun-
fang and Yang Jun-Song, totally unbeknown at the time in the 
Teochew area, are reported to have been the first to heed the devotees’ 
prayers” (Formoso 2010: 26). 
 
The gods affirmed that China was in a state of chaos and in order to escape 
their own misfortunes, both men were tasked by the Tang deities to restore virtue – to 
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“wake up and to educate the heart of humans” (ibid: 26-27).  The breakdown of social 
order and state of chaos was attributed to the degeneration of morality where years of 
war and unrest had bred greed and violence.  With explicit instructions from the gods, 
the young men set-out to heal and relieve people of their sufferings using fu-ji to 
teach virtue and to do philanthropic work such as providing disaster and emergency 
relief. 
Dejiao’s spirit writing resembles KYCO’s divine messages received from its 
pantheon of gods including Kuan-yin and Chi-gong.  Dejiao’s spirit writing and 
KYCO’s contemplation are techniques for divine revelation in the written form – a 
tradition that was first developed during the Song dynasty (960-1279) by the literati to 
foretell personal fate and topics for the civil service examinations (Jordan and 
Overmeyer 1986: 33-36 in Formoso 2010: 8).  By the twentieth century, fu-ji became 
a widely popular means to cure opium addicts, divine fortune, heal and exorcize 




Fu-ji and divine messages 
 A typical fu-ji session would begin with the gods’ commands, revelations and 
moral injunctions followed by individual consultations with the followers where 
advice, charms and predictions are dispensed. 
Fu-ji messages are delivered in verse-style Chinese passages so elliptic that a 
mastery of Chinese literary convention and exegesis is required (Formoso 2010: 9).  
Even so, there is much inconsistency in these messages because of the high-level of 
interpretation required.  And this is dependent on the situation, status, personality, 
needs and expectations of the receiver to whom these messages are addressed to, 
rendering the messages open to multiple meanings as well as disputes.  Yet the 
interpretive ambiguity and openness are fundamental to the capaciousness of fu-ji in 
encompassing all manner of life (issues).  
KYCO’s divine messages from Kuan-yin and Chi-gong are delivered to Sifu 
in English.  The nature of these divine messages is prophetic and didactic. These 
messages synthesize the concepts of Buddhist karma, duka (suffering) and 
compassion with Greco-Western astrological signifiers of time such as Aquarius, 
Piscean age etc., Taoist beliefs in spirits and Confucian ethics. The most important 
revelations of the gods are those pertaining to key events and moral goals of 
cultivating virtue. Divine messages address the everyday life, focusing especially on 
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relationship matters at the work place and home; divine messages present a vision of 
life and how one should act in it, yet these divine visions and moral ideologies are as 
much validated by life itself. 
Fu-ji or spirit writing is a method of divination that can be traced to an earlier 
practice performed by rural women whereby female spirits would possess an object 
held by the women and causing it (the object) to jump and dance.  The practice was 
overtaken by educated men who used sticks to write on a sand tray inscribing 
messages received from an array of Buddhist and Taoist deities, deified cultural 
heroes and spiritual masters.  These messages included revelations, poems, moral 
homilies and answers to a wide range of problems relating to illnesses, family issues, 
imperial examination questions and career decisions as well as commentaries that 
addressed the general conditions of society and its future prospects as well as explain 
general crises.  
Typically spirit writers and their patrons belonged to the literati class who 
resided in the metropolitan cities of China.  In their performances, spirit writers 
avoided the dramatics of trance and spirit possession for only the writing was thought 
to be controlled by the spirits.  Spirit writings were compiled and published, and these 
included admonitions and exhortations of moral virtues such as loyalty, courage, 
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leadership, kindness and charity which addressed and appealed to a largely official, 
conservative and wealthy audience: 
“Those people who are wealthy should not exploit the common people.  
Observe how nature changes, and see that all things change.  Even 
though you are wealthy, you labor only for money and for your 
descendants (because you may die before you enjoy the benefits).  It is 
better to build up credit for yourself by publishing (i.e. paying for the 
publishing expenses of) books on morals, and by donating clothes and 
food to the common people…those who make money in the market 
always intend to cheat their customers.  They are not honest with their 
scales, and give less than what you pay for.  Their goods are fake.  
They deceive simple people.  While they make money now through 
such practices, eventually they will lose everything, and will bit even 
retain a piece of roof above their heads” (Jin Mimeng 2001: 15 in Lang 
and Lars, 1998: 316). 
 
As a spiritual technique, spirit writing made use of literacy, authority of the 
written word and orthodoxy of learning.  The spread of literacy and expansion of 
literate elite groups such as merchants, traders and bankers who were important 
sponsors as well as leaders of spirit writing sects and were spirit writers themselves 
led to the spread and development of spirit writing as a popular form of divination.  
By staking a “primordial priority” over the traditions of Buddhism, Taoism and 
Confucianism, and “hailing the dawn of a new age of the democratization of religious 
merit” (Overmyer 1986: 279), spirit writing attempted to reconcile these traditions 
through the resolution of theological contradictions, liturgical differences as well as 
techniques of cultivation.  Out of these discourses, morality and/or “virtue” (德) 
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emerged as a fundamental principle which premised formations  and practices of the 
self and community. 
 
Teaching Virtue (德) 
Ma Gui-de “马桂德 ” (1914-1983), a prominent leader of Dejiao was 
instrumental in further shaping the syncretic character of Dejiao as well as the 
propagation of virtue in Southeast Asia.  Born into a prominent family in Chaozhou, 
Ma Gui-de’s father was an influential lawyer in the city of Shantou and was the 
secretary of the Shantou Chamber of Commerce.  In his youth, Ma Gui-de received a 
mix of private Confucian studies, training in traditional Chinese medicine and a 
Western-style education from the republican government.  Ma became the head-
master of a private primary school in Shantou during the 1930s’ and he was deeply 
affected by the troubles of war-lordism, communist rebellions and social upheavals.  
He turned his attention towards the teaching of religious virtues.  He considered 
religion or “zongjiao” to be “ancestors’ teachings” – the sum of thousands of years of 
experience and local practices crystallized into “rules of virtues” (Formoso 2010: 29).  
Drawing on Confucius as a teacher and statesman, Ma promoted values such as 
fairness, goodness and honesty. 
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 In 1940, Ma set up a Dejiao branch in his hometown of Miancheng which 
spear-headed the opening of other branches in the Chaozhou region.  Following the 
fall of Chaozhou to Chinese Communists, Ma moved to Hong Kong where he 
established a new branch and gained many followers from the Teochew community.  
In Hong Kong, followers conducted fu-ji sessions and were actively involved in 
philanthropy – they raised funds to supply cotton clothes to the poor and they also ran 
a dispensary which provided free medical treatment.  Between 1947 and 1952, many 
more fu-ji adepts fled to Hong Kong and Singapore.  During this time, more than 
twenty of them moved from Hong Kong to Singapore where they eventually settled 
down. 
Ma traveled regularly between Hong Kong and Singapore in the 1950s’ to 
keep up with developments in Singapore.  A branch was eventually established in 
1952: it served as the main institution from which it initiated the setting-up of several 
other branches in Malaysia and Singapore. The experience of the Chinese 
communities in Hong Kong and Singapore societies changed Ma’s vision for Dejiao 
profoundly.  Firstly, his dream of reinstating Confucian morality to restore the “great 
civilization” of the forefathers could not be fulfilled outside of China.  Ma and his 
followers began to focus their energies on integrating with the rest of society and took 
interest in Christianity and Islam.  They came to understand Christianity and Islam 
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through the lens of virtue, and incorporated Christianity and Islam into their 
teachings.  Ma’s experience in Singapore had led him to develop a more “universal 
ambition” for Dejiao, encompassing the “universal love” of Christianity and “merciful 
pity” of Islam (Formoso 2010: 471) with the traditions of Taoism, Buddhism and 
Confucianism. 
He declared that Dejiao transcended religion; that its “true significance” would 
be “to spread the teaching of good deeds among the people whatever the idiomatic 
dogma they refer to” (ibid: 47).  Thus four main objectives were spelt out in the 
preface of a booklet of the Dejiao Xin-de (doctrine of Dejiao), which was distributed 
amongst followers in Singapore and Malaysia as early as the 1950s’: 
* To believe in the holy sages of the five principal religions (Buddhism, Taoism, 
Confucianism, Christianity and Islam). 
* To carry out educational activities with the object of guiding the people towards 
benevolence and high morality, and teaching them to cultivate their character and to 
practice the “Tao”. 
* To organize social charity and welfare work with a view to relieving the people in 
poverty and distress. 
* To work for the welfare of the members of Dejiao and to instill in them a congenial 
passion for building up morality (Formoso 2010: 48). 
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KYCO: A redemptive cult? 
I identify KYCO as a redemptive cult because it is at the most fundamental 
level “organized by and around charismatic masters, who generally claim 
independence from other recognized religions (or “cultivation systems”) and from one 
another” (Formoso 2010: 25).  Like these masters, Sifu teaches what he claims to be a 
revealed and unique message of salvation, experienced through the body at the first 
instance as a kind of restoration or renewed health through moral self-cultivation.  
The antecedent of KYCO’s moralism and syncretism can be traced to Chinese 
modern redemptive cults of the early to mid twentieth century: KYCO’s practices 
which comprise of introspective contemplation, cultivation of virtue and ethical 
conduct based on the notion of a common or shared humanity resonate deeply with 
the twentieth century redemptive cults’ mission of “universalism and moral self-
transformation” (Duara 2003: 103). 
KYCO’s emergence during the 1980s’ coincided with a flourishing of 
redemptive cults led by Dejiao and Yiguandao in Malaysia when branches, prayer 
halls and family shrines were set-up on the advice and request by relatives, friends 
and colleagues who were sect members from Singapore, Taiwan and Hong Kong.  
However the newly grown sects faced tremendous pressure and consternation from 
religious bodies such as the Malaysian Buddhist Association (MBA) and the local 
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Chinese press who accused and depicted sect members as “heretics”, “foreign 
swindlers”, “deviant”, “evil” and “anti-social”.  Malaysian news reports picked-up on 
the negative public perception from the “July 1981 incident” when Singapore 
expelled and blacklisted twelve Taiwanese Yiguandao members (Soo 1997: 155), and 
cast a similar lens onto the situation in Malaysia.  Subsequently things became dire 
enough when family problems erupted into a public quarrel between individuals that 
implicated sect teachings and practices in a rhetoric of moral impropriety.  With 
significant encouragement from the Chinese press, a grass-root vigilante group to 
combat “hereticism” was formed by one of the antagonists in the quarrel, and it 
attracted a handful of supporters.  Finally in 1993, the Malaysian Ministry of Home 
Affairs stepped in to issue a warning against “illegal preaching” and “propagation of 
heretical teaching” that cause “disunity among Chinese communities” while 
reiterating the government’s policy of religious freedom and its guarantee under the 
Constitution (ibid:165). 
In this chapter, I have suggested an outline of a “possible history” for KYCO 
as it emerged out of a public discourse of Kuan-yin; this is also a historical outline of 
the discursive tradition of redemptive cults whose ideas and ideologies KYCO is 
oriented towards.  I have also taken a more narrative historical approach towards 
making this historical outline here.  So far I have sidestepped the discussion about 
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“heterodoxy” which emerged primarily from state discourses of suppression.  
However, the general point about heterodoxy is how the labeling (of the heterodox or 
unorthodox) characterizes as evil those charismatic masters who wrote their own 
scriptural truths, taught magic formulas to heal, restore, exorcize, and sold such 
secrets to “naïve masses”.  Not that there have been no truths to it – charlatans have 
emerged throughout history to exploit the weak and rebellions have arisen out of 
superstitious fears (Ownby 2008: 43).  The main point is that redemptive cults existed 
not so much as institutionalized and deliberate organizations – they have flourished 
around charismatic figures who “promised relief from physical pain and perhaps 
eventual salvation based on a certain cosmology, expressed in original scriptures 
which were recited or chanted as part of a set of corporeal technologies and which 
were linked in turn to fundamentalist calls to return to basic moral practices in the 
face of social decline and perhaps a coming apocalypse”(ibid).   
I have attempted to examine KYCO through the historical contingencies of 
redemptive cults in this chapter in order to identify, situate and trace its genealogy.  In 
this way, I hope to show that KYCO is perhaps a strain of the redemptive cults that 
easily attracts followers with an offering of salvation through a moral (and moralistic) 
ideology and a regime of self-cultivation, in a public discourse of virtue and morality 
symbolized by the iconic and popular notion of Kuan-yin.  It is an organic movement, 
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also fueled by peoples’ natural concerns, anxieties and enthusiasm for their own 
wellbeing in the world.  Some of these issues about spiritual ideologies and self-
cultivation are examined as moral and moralistic concerns in subsequent chapters, in 


















Chapter 2 KYCO: An Overview 
Getting to KYCO in Petaling Jaya is quite a breeze.  It is located within a short 
walking distance from a Light Railway Train (LRT) station on the “Kelana Jaya” line 
that connects residents living in the suburbs of Petaling Jaya to the city center of 
Kuala Lumpur.  Reaching there on time for the 7pm Dharma session on Tuesday and 
Thursday evenings had been surprisingly easy for me during fieldwork, even though it 
required travelling in peak hour traffic.  However, KYCO followers rarely use the 
LRT or rely on the spotty public buses to go to the Dharma sessions.  The LRT is not 
easily accessible unless one stays near enough from a train station; moreover the train 
lines do not integrate well and passenger transfers between lines or buses require a lot 
of walking, stair-climbing, crossing busy streets and waiting.  Hence, most followers 
drive to KYCO or would be driven by one of their family members notwithstanding 
the notorious traffic congestions in the city and in some parts of metropolitan Kuala 
Lumpur.  They are not deterred from driving partly also because they try to avoid 
walking on the streets alone especially during the night.  On the rare occasion 
whenever the Dharma session ended later than usual (i.e. after 11pm) and I had to 
walk out alone through a quiet park to take the LRT home, they would express a little 
concern for me.  Burglary and other opportunistic crimes such as robbery, snatch thief 
and car jacking are strife in Kuala Lumpur perhaps like many cities in the world but 
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local residents express a deep cynicism for state institutions, they are especially 
disappointed with the police’s ability to safeguard property, protect people and 
prevent crime.   
The issue of crime became a point of political contention when Malaysian 
activist, Wong Chin Huat who was robbed and beaten near his house in Petaling Jaya 
on the morning of 9 June 2012, expressed a collective disappointment at the state’s 
failure to ensure safety and security.  He posted a picture of himself, bloodied with 
gnashes on his forehead on Facebook and called upon Malaysians to discuss about 
police reform.  The Home Minister, Hishammuddin Hussein responded the next day 
in a newspaper interview to say that the matter is an “isolated incident” and suggested 
that the problem of high crime rate is “a matter of perception”; he said, “…if you try 
to make a fuss out of one or two cases, it will only worsen the situation and create a 
picture that the country is not safe."  Many people responded to Wong by posting 
pictures and sharing stories about themselves or their friends who have been mugged 
and/or robbed, on his Facebook page.     
Several followers who lived in the KYCO neighborhood had formed a 
vigilante group to patrol the area and keep watch at night.  Other neighborhoods 
employed their own Nepalese security guards to do the job.  In spite of their best 
efforts, one of the follower’s houses got broken into when its occupants were next 
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door at KYCO on one of their regular weekday evening Dharma sessions during the 
period of my fieldwork. 
Occasionally, I would drive to KYCO but only to end up circling round and 
round the neighborhood to look for a parking lot like everyone else.  The 
neighborhood is leafy, quiet and comprises of about 100 single as well as double-
storey link-houses.  An open-air public car park gets filled up quickly on Dharma 
session evenings.  On festive days when there were large turnouts, several KYCO 
members would volunteer as traffic wardens to manage the traffic situation.  
Residents from the neighborhood had complained about visitors and followers for 
taking up their parking spaces and blocking driveways that caused congestion and 
other inconveniences.  The International School a few meters down the road from 
KYCO had even raised the traffic issue with the local municipal authorities.  But the 
volunteers were a great help: they marked out spots for resident parking and re-
directed visitor traffic to other parking spaces.  Except for the Singapore-registered 
license plate, my 1999 Hyundai Getz was inconspicuous alongside the Kuala Lumpur 
registered Toyota, Honda and Proton sedans.  Luxury cars were a rare sight apart from 
Sifu Tony Wong’s gleaming BMW and Mercedes Benz parked in the porch of the 
KYCO premise.  In fact, people were not wont to flaunt their wealth due to a 
heightened sensitivity towards opportunistic crimes.  While it was not easy to find a 
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parking space sometimes, it certainly did not require a lot of “insider knowledge” to 
overcome the problem because there seemed to be always someone around to sort 
things out.  Such is the level of thoughtfulness and dedication to service by KYCO 
followers.  
KYCO comprises entirely of lay followers and it is easy enough to blend in 
with the crowd but difficult to be anonymous.  Once I started turning up regularly for 
the Dharma sessions on Tuesday and Thursday, and the cultivation practice on 
Saturday as well as the Sunday school, people began to take notice of me quickly, 
initially exchanging nods of acknowledgment, smiles and short greetings.  They were 
friendly but not inquisitive and always assumed that I was a Kuala Lumpur resident 
(some say Puchong!).  They were mildly surprised that I am from Singapore and 
became curious about my research.  I remembered once how after a fumbled attempt 
to explain my study about Kuan-yin veneration, I was quickly offered the not 
insignificant collection of magazines and newsletters that KYCO had published; they 
remarked only half-jokingly that I had come to the right place for research!  I had 
been shown very kind hospitality by followers who brought me out for meals and 
talked at some lengths with me, filling me in on various goings-on at KYCO.  They 
were warm, affectionate, open and welcoming thus I was able to socialize and join in 
their activities without any difficulties.  Under these favorable circumstances, I tried 
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my best to attend all the Dharma sessions, staying on till its end and mingled with 
people who stayed back to chitchat and occasionally to supper on “teh tarik” and “roti 
canai” at the neighborhood’s coffee-shop or “kedai mamak” as Malaysians call it. 
I sometimes joined several of the regular followers who remained behind to 
fold and pack mobile phone cards after the Dharma session.  I stayed on hoping to 
listen-in to their conversations and to catch up on updates about other people.  The 
gossips never came partly because we were under the watchful eye of Sifu.  The 
atmosphere was often relaxed, cheerful and light-hearted, and there would be a steady 
supply of hot beverages or desserts that had been whipped up in the kitchen.  They 
joked heartedly that the routine is good for their stiff fingers and arthritis.  In truth, the 
packaging work was menial, repetitive and tedious.  They would spend a few hours at 
it each time, sometimes even toiling past mid-night when there was more urgent work 
or a tight schedule to be met.  Everyone who stayed back to help was sincere in 
wanting to contribute to what was really Sifu’s personal business.  Sifu’s printing 
press company had a major contract with DiGi – one of Malaysia’s largest mobile 
phone operator to print and package its phone cards.  I did not get the sense that 
people were obliged to stay back nor did I feel that they were doing it out of some 
hidden agenda or intention – it was pretty hard work, nobody was paid and yet it felt 
like the most natural thing to do. 
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Hanging around followers and going out for meals had served me quite well in 
my fieldwork.  At KYCO, I benefitted mostly from the generosity and kindness of 
Swee Kiat, a quiet family man in his fifties who would explain things and regularly 
treat me to supper at the “Old Town” café – a Malaysian franchise restaurant.  He 
would also give me a lift home after the Dharma session had ended.  I was fortunate 
to have made such friendships at KYCO where people were highly empathetic and 
made themselves available to me for the research.  The deepest impression I had was 
the non-judgmental and genuine interest they took in my work.  It was a confidence 
booster and even Sifu was deeply encouraging by assuring me that it would be a 
worthy undertaking13.  In the following section, I want to explain my somewhat 
serendipitous arrival at KYCO in Kuala Lumpur and why I selected KYCO to be my 
primary field site. 
I attended a public talk called “Miracles of Kuan-yin: a review of scholarly 
literature” that was held in Singapore in April 2008.  The talk, organized by Dr. Foo 
Check Teck, attempted to examine the historical and cultural development of Kuan-
yin.  Dr. Foo was an Associate Professor of Systems Engineering at the Nanyang 
Technological University.  In his mid-fifties, Dr. Foo had the demeanor of a 
                                       
13 When I started on fieldwork in 2008, I harbored an ambitious plan to explore a series of Kuan-yin 
institutions in Singapore with hopes to develop a study focusing on religious or spiritual transnational 
networks and associations in Southeast Asia.  The study was untenable for several reasons but the main 
problem was access.  As I was weighing my options, I felt it would be more effective to focus on 
KYCO given the favorable conditions to do an ethnographic study. 
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prosperous businessman: loud, bashful and overbearingly friendly.  Immodest about 
his multiple certificates, he listed his LLB, CPA, CFA, FRPS, PhD etc. in a prominent 
(and expensive) Straits Times advertisement to promote the seminar.  Dr. Foo was an 
engaging speaker who caught the rapt attention of his audience of about fifty-odd 
people.  The seminar was held at the Ngee Ann Cultural Center on Tank road, a staid 
nineteenth century building owned by a wealthy association of Teochew businessmen.  
The two-hour seminar was conducted in English and it weaved his “multi-
disciplinary” expertise with personal “miracle stories” and a working hypothesis.  The 
audiences’ response and feedback were so enthusiastic that a second talk was planned 
later the same year.  All in all, the seminar was at once intellectually engaging as it 
was proselytizing and self-aggrandizing.  During the tea break, I chatted briefly with 
Mr. Tan Kok Hong.  He was dressed simply but neatly in a working shirt and pants, 
and seemed genial.  As I introduced my research to him, he became very eager to tell 
me his story.  He presented himself as having an affinity with Buddhism and was full 
of praise for Dr. Foo’s insight.  I was quite keen to talk more with Mr. Tan and was 
curious about his penchant for this kind of seminars, so we arranged to meet again.  I 
was invited to his home where he lived with his wife and a teenage son.  It was a 
modest four-room HDB flat located in the middle-class suburbs of Bishan, Singapore.  
In the comfort and privacy of his home, Mr. Tan talked candidly at large about his job 
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at a shipyard where he currently worked as a security guard.  He recalled how he used 
to be a harbor pilot who guided ships into the harbor and docks.  It was a job that he 
loved doing but he was put on shore duties on the grounds of his “advanced age”.  In 
his new assignment however, relationship with his colleagues was so bad that he often 
felt humiliated and abused.  Moreover, employees in the non-unionized security 
sector held the lowest pay and worked the longest hour compared to other industry 
sectors.  It was a low point in his life and that was when he started praying to Kuan-
yin, picked up chanting and developed an interest in Buddhism.  Purportedly through 
self-cultivation, Mr. Tan learned how to deal with those relationships and negative 
feelings, and he said the situation eventually improved for him.  Mr. Tan did not 
belong to any Buddhist or religious groups: he learned by attending public seminars 
like Dr. Foo’s and through conversations, books as well as acquiring nuggets of 
information and insights from friends and associates.  I tried to enquire about these 
informal associations and relations, and attempted to figure out what those nuggets of 
information and insights might be and how they had been exchanged and 
communicated, but he was reticent and I did not pursue further.  Mr. Tan seemed 
more eager to demonstrate his knowledge of Buddhism.  At the end of our meeting, 
he passed me a book authored by Tony Wong Kuan Ming, of KYCO in Petaling Jaya, 
Malaysia.  It was given to him by one of his friends.  The compact book is written in 
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English which I spent the next day reading and was quite moved by the personal 
stories of miracle healings, sightings and pledges of piety to Kuan-yin.  After a few 
email exchanges with Swee Kiat who was the administrator of the KYCO website, I 
set-off with much apprehension on a five-hour bus trip to Kuala Lumpur from 
Singapore in March 2008, to explore research opportunities with KYCO about Kuan-
yin veneration.  
During my initial visit to KYCO, I found the atmosphere to be welcoming and 
accommodating.  Attending its twice-weekly Dharma sessions, I discovered a strong 
emphasis on what appeared to be Buddhist morality, piety and self-cultivation.  I was 
impressed by their enthusiasm towards charity and morality, and was attracted to what 
seemed like a progressive idea of personal responsibility and individual effort.  
KYCO’s notion of “unity” also intrigued me as a cultural-religious ideology of “civil 
society” and as a “societally based informal politics of civility and participation” 
(Hefner 2001: 9). 
Prior to my brief encounter with Mr. Tan and the initial visit to KYCO, I had 
explored several Kuan-yin temples and organizations in Singapore as potential sites 
for research which led me to the “First Heavenly Sect14” – a secretive network of lay-
organized Kuan-yin temples and “vegetarian halls” that spanned Singapore, Malaysia, 
                                       
14 See also the works of M. Topley (1963) on the sect.  Topley translates Xiantian Dao as “Way of the 




Thailand and Indonesia.  The sect operates one of the most popular Kuan-yin temples 
in Singapore at Waterloo Street. 
First Heavenly Sect is an incarnation of the White Lotus Sect that grew out of 
China during the thirteenth century.  The White Lotus Sect fermented the uprising that 
overthrew the Mongol Yuan dynasty and installed the Chinese Ming dynasty which 
reined from the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries.  It spawned triads that opposed 
the subsequent Manchu Qing rulers throughout the seventeenth to twentieth centuries.  
At the popular level, it formed the genesis for “redemptive cults” such as Yiguandao, 
Dejiao etc. that strived to “unify” and synthesize Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism 
and other Chinese religions.  Merchants, traders, business owners and other city/town 
dwellers made up the ranks and membership of these redemptive cults.  They were 
attracted to the cults’ practices of moral cultivation and philanthropy.  These cults 
were often loosely connected networks comprising of relatively autonomous groups 
of men led by a charismatic spiritual leader who was a respectable businessman.  
However, I encountered difficulties in gaining access to members and staff of the First 
Heavenly Sect temples who preferred to protect their secrecy.  I had given up hopes of 
furthering the study about the First Heavenly Sect, redemptive cults and their 
networks of Kuan-yin temples until several months of fieldwork at KYCO.  It was 
during the period of the Lunar New Year in 2009 when I was invited to join their 
78 
 
annual road trip to the shrine of the “Unborn Eternal Mother” in Melaka, a two-hour 
drive south from Kuala Lumpur.  The Unborn Eternal Mother is venerated only by 
initiates within the secretive “inner halls” of the First Heavenly Sect temples whose 
door was closed on me in Singapore.  
 
KYCO 
KYCO is made up of predominantly urban professional and entrepreneurial 
middle-class ethnic Chinese Malaysians in their mid-forties to sixties as well as more 
elderly retirees.  Over the past decade or so, the demography has become slightly 
more inter-generational with younger working adults who come with their spouses 
and bring their children to attend the Sunday school program.  The income levels and 
ethnicity or race on the other hand have not diversified significantly as it continues to 
attract the English-speaking Chinese who live and work in the Kuala Lumpur 
metropolitan region.  KYCO has a reputation as an affluent, middle-class organization 
with several followers who have clear ties to Kuala Lumpur’s economic and political 
elites.  It counts among its followers those who are doctors, lawyers, accountants, 
senior executives in state enterprises, retired senior government officials and scions of 
a tycoon family.  
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KYCO has been in existence for more than thirty years and is already one of 
the most well-known and respected spiritual organization amongst the English-
speaking Chinese population in Kuala Lumpur.  Through word-of-mouth, people got 
to know about its English Dharma lectures and eclectic speakers that included 
Buddhist monks and nuns from traditional Theravada, Mahayana and Vajrayana 
schools as well as “less traditional” ones such as “Rainbow monk” from America and 
even Christian pastors.  In spite of its relatively young history, KYCO has a current 
registered membership of about two thousand people that started-off as a gathering of 
friends to practice chanting and to learn about Buddhism.  The founding of KYCO in 
1979 occurred amidst the Asian economic boom of the 1970s and 1980s.  KYCO 
experienced significant growth in membership during the 1990s’ when Malaysian 
society underwent deep changes and when the East Asian economic crisis struck in 
1997.  By this time, the New Economic Policy (NEP) that was formulated during the 
1970s’ to tackle the economic imbalance between Malays and Chinese had succeeded 
in reducing Malay poverty and achieved significant educational gains for Malays; 
however several small and medium-sized Chinese businesses were affected by the 
NEP.  The Malay middle class and industrial working class had risen primarily due to 
the economic boom that also prospered the Chinese middle-class.  However, the 
socioeconomic changes did not lessen the ethnic tension between Malays and Chinese 
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– the religious field saw instead the “notable relaxation of ethnic and religious borders 
between the two dominant minorities, the Indian and Chinese” (Hefner 2001: 31).  
Many Indian and Chinese individuals had joined new English-speaking global 
religious movements such as charismatic Christian organizations and Hindu-guru 
associations like the Sai Baba movement.  Scholars including Hefner (ibid), 
Ackerman and Lee (1988:5) have come to read this development in the religious field 
as “an undefined sense of solidarity” between Indians and Chinese that they are not 
Muslims.  The global Islamic resurgence in the post-Iranian-revolution of 1979 also 
exacerbated the social and political divides between Muslims and others.  The 
resurgence, colored by an “ethnic chauvinism” in Malaysia, is believed to have 
inhibited “interethnic and interreligious relations and widened social distance between 
communities” (Mutalib 1990:101 in Hefner 2001:31).  
It was against this complex background that KYCO grew steadily from a 
handful of friends into a voluntary association with thousands of followers, supporters 
and sponsors drawn from the increasingly disenfranchised Chinese middle-class 
English-speaking community in Kuala Lumpur.  With its networks of social as well as 
business relations and economic resources on hand, KYCO serves as a form of “social 
capital” that contributes to the discourse and practice of “civility” and “participation”.  
In its ideology of “unity”, KYCO advocates the openness of Buddhist compassion, 
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the inclusive spiritualism adopted from Sai Baba that does not require people to give 
up their own religions or beliefs, and the practice of philanthropy.  It seeks to 
transgress boundaries and differences of race, language, religion, gender as well as 
ideologies of good and evil, right and wrong, in order to promote a religious-cultural 
quality of “civility” in public association and interaction that would generate peace 
and respect for others.  Hefner proposes that civility, when added to the “structural 
reality of civic association”, could bring about the development of a “civil society” 
(Hefner 2001: 10-11).  
KYCO shifted premises more than twice throughout the 1980s and 1990s in 
order to accommodate an ever-increasing number of attendees at its Dharma sessions.  
Its growth precipitated a need for physical expansion and property development.  In 
May 2006, KYCO moved into its current premise in the suburbs of Taman Paramount 
in Petaling Jaya.  The premise comprises of two interlinking non-descript double-
storey terrace houses that are renovated and equipped like a upper middle-class house 
with air-conditioning, adjustable built-in and hidden lightings, marble flooring, teak-
wood furnishings etc.; the ground floor comprises of three large communal halls 
which contain altars that venerate Kuan-yin, Buddha and a host of Buddhist, Taoist 
and Tibetan deities.  Sifu’s private office, dinning hall and the kitchen are also located 
on the same level.  The aesthetics of the main communal hall is different from any 
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Chinese temple or Buddhist hall: it has the look and feel of an affluent family home.  
Before each Dharma session, prayer mats are laid on the floor by volunteers and 
stacked away at the end of each session.  The mats are placed facing the altar and Sifu 
where he sits in front to deliver his lectures.  There is an in-house public 
announcement system with speakers that are connected to the other two communal 
halls on its left and right.  The second floor contains another communal hall and an 
altar dedicated to the “founder deities” of KYCO who are Kuan-yin, Lord of the Dark 
Heavens and Grand Master Wong as well as the legendary “Beggar Monk” or Chi-
gong.  On this floor are the computer room, Sifu’s study room and a visitor’s room 
where important guests and speakers from overseas are hosted.  The look-and-feel as 
well as functionality of the KYCO premise are like that of a relative’s or friend’s 
house: it is welcoming and well maintained with a sense of pride and ownership by its 
occupants.  Many followers appreciate the warmth, comfort and familiarity offered, 
and the decidedly casual atmosphere where people could mingle freely with one 
another in the communal hall and dinning area.  There are few markers, whether 
inside or outside the premise, to indicate that it is a religious site. 
KYCO’s leadership structure could be described as patriarchal that is centered 
on the charisma of the male head of family.  Sifu Tony Wong – the founder-leader 
assumes the most authoritative role of “master” along with an inner core group of 
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“disciples” composed of appointed male and female followers who are in charge of 
ritual duties and take care of the day-to-day operations of the organization.  Entry into 
this inner core group is coveted by many ordinary followers of KYCO, including my 
friend Swee Kiat.  But it is decided solely by SIfu who would assess potential 
disciples based on their level of commitment and loyalty to him.  Leadership is very 
much focused on Sifu and two of his most senior disciples: Richard Lee and Neo Eng 
Koon.  Both men are in their sixties and they are exceptional “hands-on” managers.  
This centralized patriarchal style of leadership has remained strong over the years.  It 
was rarely threatened except for a controversy several years ago when a former 
disciple broke-off and started his own practice which attracted a small following.  Sifu 
advised the disciple to stop his  “unauthorized” practice but it went unheeded.  The 
disciple eventually met with a serious misfortune that brought an abrupt end to this 
saga.  Internal disputes are few and far in KYCO.  However, one of the main concerns 
for Sifu is the issue of sustaining membership into the future, otherwise his leadership 
is rarely questioned or challenged. 
Sifu Tony Wong has a strong personality: he is brusque and straightforward in 
his speech and mannerism.  He cuts a commanding presence in his small but stout 
physique.  Well-educated, extremely knowledgeable, well-read and confidant, Sifu 
appeared on first glance to be the antithesis of kindness and grace.  He is a seasoned 
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orator who has gained an impressive reputation in Kuala Lumpur as a gifted healer 
and teacher of Buddhism in the English language. 
I was first introduced to Sifu during my first visit to KYCO in a business-like 
meeting.  Swee Kiat ushered me into Sifu’s private office and sat me down across 
Sifu from his desk.  There was little friendliness or hospitality.  Looking squarely into 
my uncertain gaze, Sifu said, “How can I help you?”  I introduced myself and put up a 
confident explanation of my research project to study Kuan-yin veneration.  Sifu 
listened carefully without any interjection and only after hearing what I had to say, he 
commented that it was a worthy endeavor.  Throughout our meeting, Sifu was 
reticent; he did not say much nor did he share his views readily.  He only disclosed 
that an Australian television crew had visited several years ago and took some video 
footages on the pretext of making a documentary film.  He has not seen the film or 
heard from the Australians again.  Sifu then led me to the main altar at the communal 
hall to light an incense stick for Kuan-yin.  He offered a prayer for success in my 
project.  I was bothered and distressed by Sifu’s cold reception that day but I only 
learned, much later on as fieldwork progressed over time, to interpret Sifu’s reticence 




KYCO’s style of practice can be described as introspective and moralistic.  
The quiet introspection and meditation upon the world is reflected in an active 
publication of personal essays and testaments by its followers.  These writings 
focused strongly on the aspiration for philanthropic action as well as human kind’s 
salvation and/or redemption from suffering.  In 2008, a considerable amount of 
resources were expended in organizing elaborate all-night Tibetan Buddhist “pujas” 
(blessing and healing rituals), Dharma talks by Tibetan monks and nuns, and visits to 
charity organizations such as the Tara Bhavan Home – a Hindu-run orphanage that 
provides shelter for underprivileged children in Kuala Lumpur.  KYCO also 
frequently organizes charity drives and visits to homes operated by the Pure Life 
Society – a non-denominational philanthropic movement headed by Mother 
Mangalam, a devout Hindu.  KYCO’s interest in philanthropy and Tibetan Buddhism 
is sustained by several means including regular Dharma lectures and Sunday school 
classes that teach, emphasize and exalt the importance of Buddhist compassion and 
the efficacy of practices such as worship and self-cultivation.  Learning how to build 
healthy interpersonal relationships is an important lesson at KYCO – this is viewed as 
essential to the process of one’s own as well as the world’s redemption.  Relationship 
issues in the family, in business dealings and at the work place are a perennial topic in 
Sifu’s Dharma lectures.  It is the prospect of finding solutions to real life problems as 
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well as spiritual and moral fulfillment that attracts people and holds their commitment 
to KYCO.  People are drawn to its supportive spiritual, moral and philanthropic 
programs as well as the casual, family-oriented environment it offers.  They are also 
drawn to the emotional and spiritual fellowship that it offers. 
KYCO has arrived at a position that many followers would regard to be “a 
new way” of practicing religion in Kuala Lumpur; it is a way that would be 
responsive to the individual as well as collective needs of the changing world.  The 
new way appeals directly to the modern anxieties and moral conscience of its 
predominantly affluent Chinese English-speaking middle-class followers who seek a 
more meaningful experience.  KYCO offers what the followers are looking for: a 
casual, comfortable and familiar environment where one could fulfill the need for a 
highly personalized religiosity, as well as to experience a new and meaningful sense 
of social belonging.  Rather than being confronted with strict rituals and complicated 
theology, KYCO followers are inculcated in Buddhist values and doctrines that have 
been reduced to their moral essences and made to relate to everyday life.  
KYCO conducts Dharma session twice a week on Tuesday and Thursday 
evenings.  The Dharma session comprises of two sections mainly: a prayer session 
and a Dharma lecture conducted by Sifu.  The prayer or worship session, led by a 
group of disciples, is a mixture of traditional chanting of the “Great Compassionate 
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Mantra” and non-traditional singing of mantras adapted from “bhajans” or Hindu 
devotional songs of the global spiritual cult Sai Baba.  Everyone sits on prayer mats 
laid on the floor in the communal hall facing the main altar to chant and sing together.  
The chanting and singing would start off slowly with a gentle rhythm before the 
tempo quickens and rises into a crescendo during which several people would begin 
to flail their arms and hands involuntarily as if in a trance.  They explain that these 
flailing movements are “mudras” caused by a force or energy beyond their control.  
With the chanting, singing and mudras, KYCO creates an ecstatic worship 
atmosphere that followers describe as a profound and authentic spiritual experience.  
Datuk Ong, a genial retired senior civil servant became animated when he recounted 
to me how bewildered and deeply moved he felt when he started experiencing mudras 
at his first prayer session more than twenty years ago!  His explanation is a common 
one, and makes sense in light of KYCO’s project of moving and transforming the 
heart, mind and body of its spiritually energized subjects. 
The chanting and singing segment of the session is followed by a ninety-
minute Dharma lecture given by Sifu.  Sifu’s lecturing style is didactic, rational, 
learned and sometimes humorous but always profoundly sentimental.  His method of 
instruction is revelatory – disclosing divine messages that he had received from Kuan-
yin or other deities during his contemplation sessions, and expository – explaining 
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these divine messages from a general life perspective.  Sifu’s topics often deal with 
emotions such as anger, greed, pride, jealousy, passion etc. that arise in everyday 
encounters and relationships, and he addresses them with a heavy moral intonation.  
In this regard, Sifu does not attempt to strike an empathetic chord with his listeners 
but positions himself as a “spokes person” and representative of divine authority.  
Rarely does Sifu suggest that he had experienced those problems personally and 
would therefore understand what people may be going through.  Instead, he offers 
moral “solutions” by admonishing and reminding people to do the right thing, and 
warns about the impending consequences of the moral degradation of the world 
Followers are mainly concerned to benefit personally at the same instance as 
they express a commitment to the social and spiritual welfare of its society.  As an 
organization, it is able to incorporate those individual concerns into a larger moral 
endeavor through its philanthropic projects.  By weaving individual spiritual and 
social goals that reinforce and intertwine with each other, the distinction between the 
needs of the individual versus community and self versus others often gets blurred.  
Much of this arises from the personal convictions and charisma of Sifu and some of 
his closest disciples whose efforts seek to make KYCO a meaningful presence to the 
lives of the local community and to public culture. 
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KYCO’s philanthropic engagement and self-cultivation practices are deeply 
embedded and they are constructed around an ideology of religious or spiritual unity 
and morality.  KYCO continues to be relevant because it serves the socio-spiritual and 
moral needs of the community.  In practice, KYCO participates in the reproduction of 
“symbolic linkages” between the ideals of redemptive cults, global spiritual 
movement, popular psychology, informal politics of civil society as well as middle-
class attainments and anxieties.  While KYCO’s organizational ethos of master-
disciple and spiritual moral culture reinforce the historical affinities of the redemptive 
cult tradition, its (contemporary) meanings and relevance are derived from and 
endowed by local relations and global connections of the community.  Relying on the 
global industry of religious and spiritual literature, KYCO members follow the 
writings of American spiritual authors and leaders of “New Age” cults such as 
Elizabeth Clare Prophet (1939-2009) who combined Christian and Orientalized 
religious teachings, and whose practice included the receiving of divine messages 
transmitted by Jesus Christ and Buddha.  They also rely on the support programs 
offered by Sai Baba and attend its training seminars to learn how to conduct Sunday 
school lessons.  KYCO contributes to the supply and circulation of religious and 
spiritual literature by printing much of its own publications including quarterly 
newsletters, bi-annual magazines and books that circulate amongst networks of 
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friends, associates and acquaintances who give these materials away in a gesture of 
“gifting” or “merit making” in spreading the Buddhist Dharma. 
Most fundamentally, the leadership of Sifu Tony Wong as a charismatic male 
authority figure is a central feature of KYCO. Sifu’s reputation, as a result of his 
prowess and/or skills, is pivotal.  He earned his reputation mainly as a teacher who 
delivers the Buddhist Dharma in English and in a way that is highly accessible as well 
as useful for the ordinary person.  His gift is the ability to touch-on people’s moral as 
well as emotional concerns and command their loyalty and respect.  On special 
occasions such as his seventieth birthday party, he gets feted upon like a celebrity that 
adds onto a “cult of personality”.  This is not unique to charismatic religious or 
spiritual organizations including Chinese redemptive cults, Hindu-guru movements 
such as Sai Baba, Western New Age religions and Christian mega-churches whose 
successes have always hinged upon the skill and popularity of their leaders.  
Charismatic leadership, alongside the construction of a family-like atmosphere that is 
conducive to experiences of emotional security, spiritual effervescence and moral or 
ethical reinforcement contribute to the appeal of KYCO for many of its followers.  Its 
introduction of new, unfamiliar rituals such as Tibetan Buddhist “pujas” is a 
deliberate strategy to mystify its practice. 
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Although KYCO is closely affiliated with Tibetan Buddhism, it does not 
operate under the monastic authority of its clergy.  The exiled and diasporic network 
of Tibetan monks who travel around the world on an international lecturing circuit to 
teach Buddhism as well as to seek financial support, serves as an important source of 
cultural capital for KYCO to sustain its autonomy without being subject to the “more 
traditional” Buddhist authorities such as the Ceylonese Theravada and Chinese 
Mahayana schools that have been well-established in Malaysia.  It can be argued that 
the nature of KYCO’s growth driven by charisma will eventually be overcome by the 
powers of rational socialization and routine15.  However, as a “quasi-institutional” 
organization that functions more like a voluntary association rather than an 
ecclesiastical or monastic order, KYCO is able to maintain its flexibility and 
autonomy.  KYCO did not attract criticism or face pressures from these more 
established traditions because it is comparatively (still) a small set-up that targets 
mainly the English-speaking Chinese.  That said, it might still face consternation from 
Chinese Mahayana schools as a “heretic” given the experiences of other redemptive 
cults such as Yiguandao that was heavily criticized for misrepresenting Buddhism and 
causing divisions within the Chinese community as well as the family (Soo 1998).   
This is recalled in an unforgiving critique by the Young Buddhist Association of 
                                       
15 See for example Julia Huang’s excellent work on Tzu Chi, an international Buddhist organization 
from Taiwan where she showed the “bureaucratic rationalization of charisma” (Huang 2009).   
92 
 
Malaysia – a monastic-endorsed lay-Buddhist association who had accused 
Yiguandao of misleading the public about Buddhism and for challenging monastic 
authority (ibid).  
The people I encountered and have come to know at KYCO do not express 
such anti-monastic or anti-establishment views at all.  Identity wise, KYCO 
distinguishes itself from the monastic establishment, monastic-endorsed-lay-
organization, Chinese popular religion temple etc., by proclaiming to be a “Dharma 
house” and/or “Contemplative Order”.  However, it does not seek a separate or 
divisive agenda but a unifying humanitarian and spiritual one. 
In general, I found that followers appreciate the personable and communal 
relations as well as the moral and spiritual uplift KYCO provides.  They believed that 
their spirituality and personal wellbeing are not compromised but indeed enhanced by 
being a member of KYCO.  Sifu is often cited as the primary reason why they 
continue to come for the Dharma sessions regularly: they appreciate his lectures that 
focus on the “essentials” of Buddhist teachings and its general applicability in 
cultivating personal wellness as well as the collective well being of society.  In the 
context of Malaysia where people confront divisive race and religious issues, 
KYCO’s endeavor and hopes for an inclusive community based on humanistic 
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morality that seeks to transcend race and religious differences are poignant yet 
potentially powerful. 
 
KYCO, Civil Society and Power 
This section seeks to define and analyze KYCO as a voluntary association.  It 
attempts to examine KYCO’s effects on as well as contributions to Malaysian society, 
writ large.  Scholars define voluntary association as a “mediating structure sustaining 
civil society and moral community” (Elisha 2005: 169).  Voluntary associations such 
as religious or spiritual organizations are widely seen as “sources of empowerment, 
contexts for building of social capital, and crucial mechanisms for managing the 
relationship between individualism and social responsibility” (ibid: 170).  They are 
recognized as institutions that produce social capital defined by “interpersonal 
networks of trust, assistance, and reciprocity” (ibid: 171). 
In this regard, KYCO could be seen as an example of a voluntary association 
that promote and contribute to “civil society”, notwithstanding Robert Hefner’s 
outstanding problematization of the concept of civil society where he questioned the 
uncritical assumption that civil society groups are all good and inclusive regardless of 
the structures of society (Hefner 2001: 8-12).  Essentially, Hefner argues that 
voluntary associations, “typically build on distinctions of ethnicity, language, religion, 
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gender, and ideology operative in society as a whole” (ibid: 10), are no guarantees of 
civility.  The “social capital” created by these associations “may at times be deployed 
in sectarian projects or civility-destroying rivalries…” as well as “for civic peace and 
democratic development” (ibid).  In order to achieve peace and democratic 
development, Hefner asserts that “the discourse and practice of people in public 
associations must be politically and culturally civil” (ibid).  It is under this light of 
civility and social capital that KYCO is examined as a voluntary association. 
Following Omri Elisha’s (2005) social analysis of evangelical Christian 
organizations in a middle-class suburban city in the state of Tennessee, U.S., I 
identify two types of social capital: bonding social capital and bridging social capital.  
Bonding social capital develops amongst people who share similar cultural and 
economic backgrounds and identities, and tend to be exclusive and/or insular.  At 
KYCO, bonding occurs amongst its predominantly Chinese English-speaking, urban, 
middle-aged and middle-class householders. 
Bridging social capital on the other hand develops across cultural and 
economic groups, and expands beyond their present social boundaries.  KYCO 
produces bridging social capital through its philanthropic and spiritual activities by 
tapping on and reaching out locally and globally to Hindu-based as well as Tibetan 
(Buddhist) organizations.  There is a deep sense of affinity and camaraderie as 
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marginalized “non-Muslims” as well as a shared sense of religious or spiritually 
informed life purposes and ethos.  
Research has suggested that most associations and religious organizations 
produce more bonding than bridging even when their founding ideologies emphasize 
the opposite. Scholars who have studied evangelical “mega-churches” in America 
suggest that it is unlikely for religious associations and/or organizations (like the 
mega-churches) to have significant influence or impact over existing social relations 
or power structures in spite of the immense resources and social capital they 
command.  They conclude that adherence to religious or spiritual moral principles of 
compassion, kindness and empathy, and even doing philanthropic work, do not have 
significant impacts on civil society. 
Realistically speaking KYCO may never live-up to its ideal of transforming 
much less saving the world.  Nevertheless, power is generated through practices and 
discourses that become political practices however apolitical or anti-political they 
may appear or claim to be.  Its spiritual notion of unity continues to be relevant and 
appears to be a counter-ideology for an inclusive society.  Power may not be derived 
from the institution itself but it is drawn from the practices of self-cultivation where 
moral agency is embodied for the purposes of sustaining, promoting and uplifting life.  
Followers emphasize the necessity of their life-enhancing self-cultivation practices.  
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Over and over, people say they cultivate virtues such as compassion not just because 
it is the right thing to do but also for the sake of creating and sustaining the well being 
of one’s present life as well as the after-life.  Existentially speaking, what specific 
benefits of well-being are offered by self-cultivation practices have not always been 
clear.  
Conventional personal lives are an important source of gratification for almost 
everyone I know at KYCO.  Asked about the most enjoyable and most troublesome 
aspects of everyday life, answers often center on family and work matters as well as 
relationships.  Families enjoying security and harmonious relations are a great and 
explicit source of satisfaction, and economic and emotional problems are the main 
source of unhappiness.  Doing what is sensible and necessary in order to build, 
enhance and repair relationships within the family or at work have become a moral 
endeavor.  Doing the “right thing” also becomes more pertinent given the increasing 
uncertainty and anxiety about the world.  A popular Buddhist saint, Chi-gong offers a 
view via Sifu during one of his contemplation/meditation sessions.  Chi-gong/Sifu 
said:  
“In the present society, our moral standards have declined 
significantly.  With such drastic changes, if you find a cure for a 
certain sickness today, another new disease would crop up tomorrow.  
The situation is such that there is always a factor beyond our control.  
So do not be too calculating, because the more calculative you are, the 
more you stand to lose”.  
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Chi-gong/Sifu’s moralistic assessment decries the hectic pace of social and 
economic change.  It echoes a middle-class insecurity over its own possessions 
including wealth and health.  People worry about growing crime and the declining 
economy; they distrust the government and detest their sociopolitical marginalization 
as ethnic Chinese.  They resent all these socio-political and economic ills, and put up 
an obscure resistance realized through forms of personal power that is political but 
non-confrontational.  And they practice self-cultivation to develop personal power, in 
order to do the right thing and/or do things right in life.   
Self-cultivation routines typically denote meditation or contemplation and 
writing but chanting, singing and praying as well as listening to lectures during 
Dharma sessions are also considered to be highly important as these activities have 
come to be constituted as a regime of self-cultivation for followers.  Self-cultivation 
takes a collective character even though it involves very personal and/or individual 
activities.  Hence, it can be argued that these activities constitute a form of collective 
social civility in which it revolves around the idiom of spirituality and morality: 
spiritual and moral advice is not only freely offered but widely sought and 
appreciated.  Many allude to the social contribution that they are making through their 
practice of self-cultivation: they speak and write about transforming society through 
themselves by becoming better, moral persons.  Dharma sessions are also an 
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opportunity for people to share information, form friendships and enjoy each other’s 
company, thus gaining and using social capital through self-cultivation practices.  If 
social life always has its micro-political side, then KYCO has shown how the civility 
or civil sociability of self-cultivation is a site for the play and increase of personal 
power as well as for the collective crafting of the good life. 
So while its footprint in Malaysian society is small, KYCO plays a remarkable 
role by mobilizing people through practices that merge moral power into personal 
efficacy, and whose spiritual ideology of unity that appeals to a commonsensical 
simplicity, finds relevance in complex and often vexing social situations.  People’s 
experience of anxiety and insecurity make these life-enhancing self-cultivation 
practices all the more urgent.  Yet this practice of self-cultivation is far from being 
stable and certain for it is pervaded with discourse: analyzing Sifu’s Dharma lectures 
which are an important source of information and direction for self-cultivation, I find 
that these lectures often sound like a form of popular psychology or self-help 
practices that mixes mysticism, divination as well as rationalized and moral 
arguments; it juxtaposes divine knowledge with grandfatherly patriarchal wisdom, 
and it combines vast generalizations with rules of thumb, concrete techniques and 
spiritual or religious exaltations.  Often all of these materials are jumbled together.  
The opinions of the followers I have spoken with about self-cultivation are often cast 
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in phrases and frameworks taken from Sifu’s lectures.  Most important for the topic of 
self-cultivation seems to arise from concerns that range from the moral degradation of 
society to the inadequacy of health care where costs have been rising rapidly.  In this 
anxious climate of an aging population, all of them realize that they are really on their 
own.  Hence, people engage in self-cultivation practices as a means to improve if not 
prolong the present life, and to set themselves up for a better future and/or after-life.  
One may ask: what is at stake in self-cultivation practices?  The answer is perhaps 
activism or active civic action of the kind that produces bridging social capital.  
Amongst these followers, activism had not led to any secure social or moral position 
but instead it had the opposite effect.  I remember a conversation with a KYCO 
follower during the height of the general election in 2008 where I excitedly recounted 
my experiences at an opposition rally listening to the fiery oratory of the opposition 
leader Anwar Ibrahim at the Petaling Jaya stadium.  The follower, a gentlemanly 
retiree who is also a dear friend took me to task for my enthusiasm.  He reminded me 
about how the opposition had caused so much inconvenience to the lives of ordinary 
people with their demonstrations that caused or if not worsened the already terrible 
traffic conditions in the city.  He raised the Hindraf rally of November 2007 as an 
example of the kind of major disruption that “confrontational” politics could cause.  
He said, “The Indians are so impatient.  Look at the Chinese, we waited and have 
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been able to achieve this much thus far.  They (the Indian community) should wait for 
their turn.  Those Hindraf people are a real trouble-maker.”  I recalled being quite 
disturbed by these comments especially when it came from someone whom I have 
had deep respect as a learned, kind and considered person.  With regards to Hindraf, it 
was a coalition of 30 non-governmental Hindu organizations that had gathered on the 
morning of 25 November 2007 in Kuala Lumpur at a rally to protest a wave of state-
sanctioned Hindu temple demolitions; make demands on the colonial wrong-doings 
that marginalized the Indian community, and to object against the encroachment of 
Shariah law onto non-Muslims.  The rally was reported to have attracted between five 
thousand to ten thousand people, and the police responded with water-canons, tear-
gas and baton-charges.  The Hindraf rally was significant in the sense that it brought 
to surface simmering ethno-religious tensions underneath what seemed like “a 
relatively uninterrupted period of sound race relations” (Devadas 2009: 86).  It was a 
complex event that amongst other things reminded people of the politics of race and 
religion in Malaysia.  The rally was read and understood by my respected friend as a 
disturbance and disruption of social peace; he saw the Indian community as being 
insolent and for not knowing its place in the social pecking order.  I must qualify that 
such strong sentiments are rare among many Malaysian friends whom I know.  Most 
react to these events with a lot more ambivalence and helplessness.  Another KYCO 
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follower who was within earshot of our conversation said, “There is really no point in 
getting angry”. 
Perhaps it is little wonder why people turn to self-cultivation rather than seek 
overt actions for change.  External conditions are already complex, difficult and 
uncertain enough, and in their opinion it is immoral to contribute to the worsening of 
these conditions such as the traffic; moreover activism has not led to any eradication 
of social ills such as corruption and crime that have already significantly diminished 
people’s trust in the government. 
Hence, self-cultivation is definitely not about overt political action and/or 
power. One is reminded of de Certeau’s discussion of the “tactics of everyday life” or 
actions that allow people to “escape without leaving” a sometimes uncertain social 
order that is experienced as unstable (Farquhar 2005: 321).  It accommodates “non 
action” even as it emphasizes “an almost resistant agency” (ibid).  I present personal 
profiles of Sifu and three of his followers in the following chapter in order to examine 
how the moral exemplar or moral power generates “non action” social forms through 
the practice of self-cultivation.  In their stories, we see how the dynamics of diverse 
spiritual experiences and the ways of embodying the will towards virtue and morality 





The genesis and life of KYCO could be ascribed to the efforts of Sifu Tony 
Wong whose persona could be described as “charismatic”.  In academic parlance, 
“charisma” denotes more than just the characteristics of a personality since 
complicated theories have been developed when Max Weber first conceptualized it.  
Charisma could be defined or conceptualized as an “achievement” that embodies 
“…the qualities of leadership, the attraction of followers, the representation of their 
interests and dreams in real or utopian projects” (Gossaert and Ownby 2008:5).  
Based on the conception of charisma as an achievement rather than an innate power 
possessed by an awesome leader, the key question that I put forward here is as 
follows: how do charismatic masters such as Sifu acquire a certain aura of moral 
worthiness that puts into effect a charismatic relationship between him and his 
followers. 
I use charisma to describe the characteristic appeal of Sifu that could be 
understood as the “emotional affect between masters and followers” (Palmer 2008: 
69).  The notion of moral worthiness and prowess which enliven Sifu, generates and 
circulates charismatic experiences that are articulated within the framework of a 
personal as well as an utopian salvation.  The charismatic experience is also facilitated 
by the objectification of the self as moral being/conscience/disposition which has 
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emerged out of a “post-secular” as well as Western and Christian concern for the self 
(Asad 2003).  Sifu’s moral worthiness, which is attested through his selfless and 
efficacious responsiveness to his followers, is simultaneously a condition of and 
condition for their needs and the utopian expectation of salvation.  Sifu incarnates 
anxiety, guilt and futility as well as salvation and redemption, fueled by the 
experience of and expectation for the extraordinary. 
Like communal leaders and spiritual masters, Sifu gives an emotional 
response to the extraordinary appeal of his followers who see in him an embodiment 
of their expectations (Ji Zhe 2008: 56).  Followers’ personal devotion to Sifu is 
analogous to Sai Baba whom Baba devotees regard with awe as divinity.  “It is like 
being in the presence of the divine” recalls Neo Eng Koon of his “pilgrimage” to Sai 
Baba Head-quarters at Puttarparthi, India in 2005 where he was one of several 
thousand devotees who had waited, mainly in futility, just to get an audience with 
Baba.  Eng Koon did not tell me the purpose of his visit but the kind of utter devotion 
to one’s master as shown by Sai Baba’s devotees arises out of passion as well as hope 
and despair (see also Max Weber 1968: 242).  Such “complete attachment” and 
“voluntary submission” to a master/leader are characteristic of an “emotional 
community” distinct from “traditional or institutional domination” (Ji Zhe 2008: 50).   
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The relationship between Sifu and his followers is an affective one, and 
KYCO could be described as an “emotional community” because “social 
aggregation” hinges primarily on the feelings of affection for Sifu.  With so much 
expectation and adoration from his followers, Sifu takes his responsibility as a 
teacher, healer and leader very seriously: he has never missed or postphoned any of 
his twice-weekly two-hour Dharma.  It is an extraordinary feat to deliver lecture after 
lecture, week after week without repetition, and to hold the attention of the 
congregation all by himself. 
The emotional attachment between Sifu and his followers, and the investment 
in terms of emotions, time, effort and material resources that they make in each other 
are mutually reinforcing.  Sifu is deeply aware of his obligation to his followers, and 
he discharges his teaching, ritual and administrative duties with seriousness; the work 
that he has done is regarded by his followers as a kind of sacrifice like Sai Baba who 
had purportedly lived for the benefit of followers and devotees in particular, and 
humanity in general. 
Sifu founded KYCO in 1979.  It started off as a gathering of friends to learn 
and practice Buddhism.  It was and has remained fairly small in scale compared to 
other local Buddhist organizations such as Malaysian Buddhist Association (MBA), 
Young Buddhist Association of Malaysia (YBAM) as well as transnational 
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institutions like Tzu Chi, Foguang Shan from Taiwan etc.; because of its highly 
syncretic and non-sectarian pronouncement, KYCO does not subject itself directly to 
monastic authority – it develops and teaches its own Dharma and establishes its own 
“lay clergy”: an inner circle of followers that takes on administrative and ritualistic 
functions.  Monastic authority serves a more symbolic purpose for KYCO, hence its 
relationship with Buddhist organizations and temples can be seen as competitive 
rather than hierarchical or complementary. 
Through his followers, Sifu has cultivated many close relationships with 
Tibetan monks and lamas, Sai Baba devotees, spiritual adepts and non-sectarian 
humanitarian figures such as Mother Mangalam of the Pure Life Society.  Sifu is a 
key proponent of the Vajrayana Buddhist Council of Malaysia (VBCM) that was 
formed in 2000 to represent the “Vajrayana Buddhist community” in dealing with the 
government and other Buddhist groups in Malaysia.  The Vajrayana Buddhist 
“umbrella” organization comprises of KYCO as well as other Tibetan-based Buddhist 
organizations, branches and temples in Malaysia. 
The network of affiliations exemplifies the non-sectarian, eclectic and 
communal ethos of KYCO.  More importantly the network is constructed along the 
lines of affective relationship and personalized interaction.  For Sifu and his 
followers, this relationship is maintained by the regularity of the Dharma session and 
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activities at KYCO.  Bonding and cohesion is built through participation in regular 
charity events such as visiting children and elderly folks home, and in organizing and 
participating in festivities such as the three times yearly Kuan-yin festival and Vesak.  
Although these are “solemn” events that commemorate the birth/renunciation/ 
enlightenment of Kuan-yin and Buddha, and where Sifu leads followers to undertake 
vows and renew their devotion, there is also a festive and celebratory spirit to them: 
followers would gather at the KYCO premise on the eve of the festival to participate 
in the ritual chanting, praying and singing that could go on into the late night; many 
would sleep over and resume chanting and singing at the break of dawn on the 
following day. These over-night sessions provide an opportunity for followers to 
prepare food together, eat, chit-chat and hang-out.  Such communal activities have 
become rare in urban city lives and these regular festival gatherings inculcate a strong 
sense of camaraderie where the bonds of friendship and affection are formed and 
reinforced through a common spiritual and moral endeavor. 
Charisma binds the relationship between Sifu and his followers, facilitating 
the cohesion of KYCO’s unity and identity.  The persistence of KYCO as an 
“emotional community” is highly dependent on Sifu and the issue of continuity has 
been on Sifu’s mind.  Sifu has voiced issues about grooming new leadership; he 
encourages close and loyal followers like Neo Eng Koon to deliver their own Dharma 
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lectures.  Sifu is also experimenting with alternative forms of leadership – he sets 
aside Saturday afternoon as a “sharing session” to let followers take turn to present 
their own learning as well as spiritual experiences.  The Saturday sharing session 
encourages an open form of interaction.  Any new leadership would have to come 
from within the KYCO ranks; it would need to continue to meet and fulfill followers’ 
expectation of salvation as well as to propagate the charismatic and emotional 
relationship between leader and followers. 
I argue that KYCO’s organizational continuity is deeply entwined with the 
problem of leadership renewal, which remains to be resolved.  We may consider the 
case of “Modern Chan Society” (MCS) – a lay reformist Buddhist group based in 
Taiwan that was formally dissolved in 2003 when its charismatic leader Li Yuan-song 
led the group’s “conversion” from Chan (Zen) to Pure Land Buddhism.  Li then 
relinquished his leadership role and position to Master Huijing, an ordained monk in 
the Pure Land tradition.  MCS was renamed as “Mituo Gongxinhui” and continues to 
exist as a Buddhist commune, which was established by Li under MCS (Ji Zhe 2008). 
Sifu takes on the task of leading his devout followers on the path towards 
Bodhisattva-hood very seriously, expecting nothing less than their total commitment 
at Dharma session as well as contribution and participation in important events.  
Recently in June 2011, Sifu developed a “long-term” self-development and 
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cultivation plan called the “Mother Chart” for KYCO.  The plan charts a systematic 
progression of practice that would lead to an accumulation of virtues from the year 
2010, culminating in 2019 with the “realization” or achievement/attainment of “ten 
virtues” (see Appendix 2).  Underlying the Mother Chart is an impetus of ensuring the 
continuity and perpetuation of KYCO, yet Sifu’s personal magnetism has been and is 
















Chapter 3 Charismatic and Moral Leadership: Sifu Tony Wong 
Sifu Tony Wong’s seventieth birthday bash was held on the evening of April 
2009 at the prestigious One World Hotel at Bandar Utama - a newly developed high-
end residential and commercial town in Petaling Jaya.  It was a beautiful and 
luxurious hotel with a chandeliered banquet hall that came with a seating capacity for 
one thousand people.  An organizing committee was also formed to plan and execute 
the celebration program that included a speech of gratitude to Sifu delivered by one of 
Sifu’s closest followers; a Power-point presentation showed Sifu’s growing-up years 
in Malaysia as well as Japan and America where he pursued further studies; pictures 
of his wife during those earlier days in fashionable outfits generated an outpouring of 
admiration from the audience and portraitures of their family which now consists of a 
toddler grandson from his eldest daughter, and two sons drew much appreciation.  
This was followed by the singing of hymns performed by followers; a violin recital by 
a very talented teenage daughter of a follower; an earnest performance by “Big Sister” 
Ah-Yen who sang Cantonese and Mandarin “evergreen” hits and finally George who 
played the keyboard and sang popular English hits from the 1950’s to 1970s’ that got 
Sifu on his feet to sing on stage.  In a show of devotion and loyalty to Sifu, everyone 
sang along to Ricky Nelson’s 1963 hit song “I will follow you” with the lyrics 
projected on-screen, karaoke style: 
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“I will follow you, 
follow you whenever you may go. 
There isn’t an ocean too deep, 
A mountain so high it can keep me away. 
I must follow you, 
Ever since you touched my hand I know 
That near you I always must be 
And nothing cab keep you from me 
You are my destiny 
I love you, I love you, I love you 
And where you go I’ll follow, I’ll follow 
You’ll always be my true love, my true love, my true love 
From now until forever, forever, forever 
I will follow you…” 
The highlight of the celebration was a video recording of Tai Situ Rinpoche’s 
birthday greeting and accolades which pleased Sifu the most: the setting was outdoors 
in a snow-covered landscape on a bright sunny day.  Wrapped in a thick monastic 
shawl and exhaling cold air vapors with each breath, the high-ranking Tibetan monk 
blessed and praised Sifu for his contribution to humanity in a ten-minute speech.  Sifu 
watched the video in reverence and praised the organizing committee’s effort and 
ingenuity in making the video of Tai Situ who was based in India.  Tai Situ has been 
in exile from Tibet since the age of six, and have since founded his own monastic 
order based in Himachal Pradesh, India. 
It was a thoroughly enjoyable evening, and the sit-down ten-course Chinese 
dinner of expensive delicacies such as sharks fin soup, braised abalone and exquisite 
mushroom dishes etc. were sumptuous.  At the end of the celebration, Sifu went on 
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stage to thank and address his well-wishers.  He deliberated on Tai Situ’s message 
and said, “first, take to the practice of detachment to attachment, then to the practice 
of attachment to detachment”. Those words were suspended in an air of “ineffability” 
and the audience was awestruck by the profundity of his “impromptu” teaching that 
capped the experience of the celebration as extraordinary.  Sifu’s aura of wisdom and 
moral worthiness was incarnated by the eminence of Tai Situ Rinpoche, a high-
ranking Tibetan Buddhist monk.  Nobody asked Sifu to explain what he said; I 
thought it was a great limerick that had many people repeating it to themselves or 
others, and it got people to discuss and speculate what it meant.  
The elaborate birthday bash that his followers organized was a demonstration 
of their adoration for him.  They hold him in the highest regard as a teacher and 
master who possesses wisdom and moral power.  They gather unfailingly on Tuesday 
and Thursday evenings at the KYCO premise to attend his Dharma lectures where 
they listened in enraptured attentiveness, diligently taking notes on their writing pads.  
Sifu would read from one of his notebooks containing “divine messages” or 
revelations of Kuan-yin and the legendary folk Buddhist deity Beggar Monk Jigong.  
A dozen of these notebooks are kept in a locked glass cabinet where they stand on 
display as a testimony to Sifu’s wisdom and moral prowess. 
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Sifu cuts a commanding presence appearance-wise: his trademark all-white 
outfit comprising (usually) of a white t-shirt and loose drawstring pants accentuates 
his tanned and stout physique.  He has a slightly muffled voice, staccato-style of 
speech and acerbic sense of humor.  Sifu’s exudes the brash, confrontational 
mannerism of a Chinese “towkay” or business tycoon and wields his authority like a 
patriarchal head of the family.  
 
Sifu’s Spiritual Ideas 
The recent scholarship on charisma in Chinese religion is instructive for an 
understanding of new spiritual groups such as the Falun Gong, Tzu Chi etc. that are 
led by charismatic individuals.  Scholars have focused on the role of charisma in order 
to draw attention to the ideas as well as practices of salvation, revelation, healing, 
wellbeing and moral re-orientation that have been seen as fuelling a demand for 
charismatic leaders (Gossaert and Ownby 2008: 3-7).  
Like many of these charismatic leaders, Sifu Tony Wong offers what 
followers find to be a compelling spiritual ideology of morality and self-cultivation.  
It focuses on moral self-improvement in a project that attempts to work-on people’s 
attitudes and emotional as well as behavioral responses towards various situations in 
life.  It is also a project that attempts to develop virtues based on a model of 
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Bodhisattva-hood, exemplified by the mythical character of Kuan-yin in popular 
Chinese religion.  His teachings appeal strongly to people’s sense of the moral and it 
finds expression in three major areas.  Firstly, Sifu articulates a view of the moral as a 
spiritual energy following the concept of “chakra” derived from the esoteric traditions 
of Hinduism and Buddhism, where chakras are regarded as a model of spiritual 
development.  The notion of chakra allows Sifu to posit and articulate an idea of 
personal spiritual development in which various strategies and techniques for growth 
are conceived and instructed.  Secondly, the moral is also expressed in terms of action 
directly related to the concept of karma; it focuses on the ideology of individual action 
and its consequences that promotes and exalts personal responsibility.  The third and 
most important area is that the sense of the moral finds expression in the learning of 
the heart-and-mind as a form of self-cultivation: it begins with the development of 
reverence for the divine after which one proceeds to the recognition of one’s own 
deficiencies before embarking on a program of self-reflection and self-correction.  In 
each of these three areas of his teachings, Sifu is indebted to important trends in 
redemptive cults that embody humanistic ethics and inner-self development.  In these 
general terms, Sifu envisions a program that comprises of moral and spiritual 
cultivation leading to an ultimate self-transformation for the benefit of the larger 
society.  The ultimate aim is to realize one’s moral potential in the achievement of 
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Bodhisattva-hood through a regime of practice that seeks to recover the deepest 
wellsprings of the human spirit.  It is neither an escape from nor an obsession with the 
self, but a deep penetration into oneself so as to trigger one’s sense of empathy and 
compassion for others within the larger community of life.  Sifu’s program can be 
summed up as one that involves a spiritual orientation comprising of moral and 
spiritual self-cultivation, resulting in action which followers and practitioners hope 
would make a “good life”.  It aims towards the attainment of Bodhisattva-hood as a 
way of orienting human life.  
Well-versed and well-read in the writings of contemporary Buddhism, 
Theosophy and modern-day New Age Religious authors, Sifu strives to impart their 
spiritual essence and practical implications to his devoted followers.  Like many local 
spiritual teacher-masters of the day who operate out of small independent temple-like 
establishments that are supported by their communities, Sifu sought to demonstrate 
the relevance of his eclectic, universal, spiritual and decidedly moral teachings for the 
people living in the modern metropolis of Kuala Lumpur.  The appeal of spirituality 
and morality to other spiritual teacher-masters during this time is also evident, for 
example Master Lim Peng Eok of Penang.  Master Lim, like Sifu received an English 
education in Christian missionary-run schools, taught Taoism in English and had a 
loyal following that comprised of Chinese middle-class professionals as well as 
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businessmen in the prosperous city-state of Penang.  Both of them were concerned 
about validating virtues in the context of a modernizing Malaysia that have sought 
sacrifices from its people over the past forty years, for nation building.  While the 
thoughts and teachings of Sifu cannot be fully appreciated in isolation from the 
Buddhist tradition, it will not be explored in detail here – only its importance as a 
source of his ideas must be noted.  Especially prominent in Sifu’s teachings is the 
exalted sense of morality that evokes awe, conviction and reverence from his 
followers.  It is essential to recognize that Sifu sees himself as part of the tradition of 
Buddhism for which he believes he is propagating and developing.  His emphasis on 
moral development and morality (as an authorizing discourse) also situates him in the 
long and complex tradition of redemptive cults that incorporates Buddhism, Taoism, 
Confucianism etc.  It is precisely Sifu’s interest in integrating a comprehensive 
program of self-cultivation, personal training and moral conviction that distinguishes 
his teachings and accounts for his appeal to the legion of Chinese followers who come 
from a predominantly English-educated, middle-class, professional and business strata 
of Malaysian society.  For a spiritual teacher-master like Sifu who possesses a breath 
of talents and interests, this has been an uphill and all-encompassing task that has 




Sifu Tony Wong: a brief biography 
Sifu was born Tony Wong on September 1940 in a tumultuous time of war 
and raised to a rich Chinese Catholic family in Kuala Lumpur, British Malaya.  It 
would be slightly over a year later in December 1941 when the Japanese 25th Army 
launched an invasion of Malaya and roundly defeated the British defenders, resulting 
in a three-year occupation until the end of the war in 1945.  Tony Wong was the son 
of a Teochew millionaire and attended Christian mission schools, receiving an 
English education during the post-war years of “British Malaya”.  The Teochew 
businessmen in Malaysia at that time were one of the wealthiest and most influential 
people because they controlled a large part of the rubber plantation, and several of 
them were members of Dejiao – a redemptive cult that had an extensive membership 
throughout Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore, drawing its followers mainly from the 
Teochew communities (Formoso 2010).  To this day, it continues to draw its 
leadership from amongst prominent Teochew figures who are tycoons, entrepreneurs 
and traders from Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand.  One of the main contributions of 
Dejiao in this region is the provision of medical care that has been excluded from 
public health care coverage.  Such contribution includes financial support for needy 
patients who require surgical operations and/or intensive therapeutic regiments; it also 
builds, operates and/or funds kidney dialysis centers in the Malaysian cities of Ipoh, 
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Taiping and Johor that offer treatments for patients regardless of their race or religion.  
However, the most recurring service offered by Dejiao is the provision of free 
Chinese medicine through its branches all over Malaysia.  These branches are 
typically well-stocked pharmacies with traditional and modern Chinese drugs bought 
from local wholesalers or imported from China.  This service is often part of a 
spiritual healing session where patients receive a divine instruction and the pharmacy 
supplies the prescribed medication.  It also runs an extensive Chinese medical practice 
with doctors trained in Chinese as well as contemporary medicines: 
“In Melaka…it manages a stock of drugs mainly imported from China 
whose approximate value is RM500,000.  In 2003, it had a staff of four 
doctors, and provided treatment to an average of 7,000 patients yearly.  
In Alor Setar…it employs a Chinese doctor who graduated from a 
famous university in China and another one who works for the 
association as a volunteer.  Together, they conduct about 1,000 
surgeries a month.  A branch in Telok Intan offers surgeries and 
medical prescriptions as well as acupuncture treatments to an average 
of 150 patients a week.” (Formoso 2010: 106). 
 
It established the “Tai He Guan” – a welfare organization based in Singapore 
that runs homes for the aged sick, child care centers, senior activity centers, homes for 
the destitute and mentally-ill as well as family service centers in Malaysia and 
Singapore.  In Taiping, it operates the biggest private kindergarten that can 
accommodate five hundred children.  Dejiao associations in Malaysia are also active 
in supporting Chinese schools and colleges; they give out bursary awards; build and 
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operate Chinese libraries; manage publishing houses that print Buddhist, Taoist and 
Dejiao teachings; organize classes to teach Chinese calligraphy, poetry, Buddhist 
meditation, Confucian and Buddhist morals, Chinese orchestral music as well as 
religious conferences that include Theosophists as well as Buddhists, Christians, 
Muslims, Hindus and Taoists.  It is in this context of redemptive cult social activism 
where philanthropy as an ultimate spiritual moral goal “legitimizes” personal fortune 
insofar as it leads to charity and “justifies the divine appointment of the meritious 
capitalist” as a “new ideal-type man…who embodies both the perfect self-made man, 
and the honorific status and…power traditionally associated to official positions” 
(Formoso 2010: 210), that Tony Wong constructed and acquired his role as a spiritual 
teacher-master. 
Tony’s adolescence coincided with the Malayan Emergency of 1948-1960.  
British suppression of the communist insurgency in Malaya entailed the establishment 
of its authoritative presence in the restive rural periphery and restoration of labor 
discipline at the workplace in urban centers that affected mainly the rural poor and 
working class.  It was also an exercise in the construction of a Malayan citizenry 
through the “fostering of welfare work and community service, and the implanting of 
civic, and potentially Christian virtues”  (Harper 1999: 151).  The young Tony had an 
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English education steeped in the Christian traditions and values of late colonial 
Britain. 
During the late 1950s’, Tony won an award to pursue studies in Japan.  He 
also went to America for further studies in the 1960s’.  Upon graduation, Tony 
returned to Kuala Lumpur, got married and started a printing company from scratch.  
According to long-time friends of Tony, he led a “swinging life” with a penchant for 
fast cars, music and women.  It was not until 1979 when a family incident changed 
him completely.  KYCO followers are eager to tell the story of how Tony came to 
establish KYCO.  The narrative of suffering and salvation is reproduced in this 
“endorsed” story of Sifu’s “spiritual awakening”: 
“The humble beginning of the KYCO takes us back to the year 1978, 
in December when Nelson Wong, younger brother of Tony Wong 
(Sifu) was stricken with life-threatening cancer.  Nelson’s untold 
suffering was not devoid of meaning.  It was his distraught condition 
that got every family member praying for some kind of Divine help.  
Out of the entreaties and frantic search for spiritual help, something 
good did emerge.  It happened on the 10th night of the Chinese New 
Year, 1979 at Sifu’s house when a Taoist Deity known as ‘The Spirit 
of the North’ suddenly took over Sifu’s body in semi trance state.  In 
the presence of family members and close friends, Sifu was told by the 
Divine force to remain calm because the Deity was there to help 
Nelson.  Before departing, the Deity announced to all present that He 
was The Spirit of the North and further that Sifu was to be a Buddhist 
in this lifetime.  He also mentioned that it was the Lord of the East, 
‘Wong Lo Sin See’ who had requested Him to descend to save 
Nelson’s life. 
The ensuing months saw Nelson’s health improved 
progressively while Sifu underwent countless, ineffable experiences of 
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nocturnal visitations by the Divinities.  For months The Spirit of the 
North and Wong Lo Sin See and other Taoist Deities, notably Guru 
Chi-gong imparted teachings to Sifu.  A weak mind could not have 
withstood such inexplicable happenings and in such repetitive 
succession, without succumbing to extreme fear and mental strain.  It 
was also a real test of grit.  After grooming him for months, the Deities 
told Sifu that he belonged to the Lotus family and was ready for 
guidance under the Divine Mother Kuan Shi Yin P’usa and thereafter 
began another series of Divine teachings under the tutelage of Mother 
Kuan-yin. 
Prompted by Kuan-yin, KYCO was formed on the 9th Moon 
festival, 1979 in the very office of Sifu at No. 3, Jalan 225, Petaling 
Jaya.  The early days were considerably difficult for Sifu.  Having to 
nurture a nascent centre unaided by any living master for guidance was 
no easy task.  Relying mainly on the Divine instructions and messages 
of Mother Kuan-yin and other Gurus, Sifu labored on to bring the 
KYCO to what it is today.  On many occasions, Sifu tapped the 
spiritual experiences of Master Yap Cheng Hai and Michael Boey 
(“Sipak”), both of whom have accorded considerable help to him” 
(KYCO 2006:251). 
 
Sifu’s prayers were answered on the condition that he becomes a Buddhist in 
1979.  “Sifu had no idea what Buddhism was” said his followers, as he was educated 
and raised as a Catholic.  In the beginning, Sifu led a group of friends to sing 
Buddhist hymns, chant mantras and worship Buddhist deities at the office of his 
printing press company in Jalan 2/25, Petaling Jaya.  It was a fellowship of sorts and 
an opportunity for people to socialize.   
Sifu’s foray into more esoteric and contemplative practices was driven by his 
interest in Tibetan Buddhism.  He holds a deep admiration for Tibetan Buddhist 
monks such as Tai Situ, Zopa Rinpoche etc., and would host travelling Tibetan monks 
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and their entourage who go on lecturing, ritual performing and/or fund-raising circuit 
around the world, in his own home and at the KYCO premise.  During their visit, they 
would deliver Dharma lectures in English and conduct “puja” which are elaborate all-
night-long ceremonies of worshipping, chanting and offering making.  Scholars argue 
that Tibetan Buddhism only emerged in importance during the 1950s’ with the 
Chinese occupation of Tibet.  The exodus of Tibetan monks, nuns and lamas - 
particularly to the West established Tibetan Buddhism as it is today.  Prior to the 
occupation, Buddhism in Tibet was highly de-centralized and catered to local needs 
regarding health, wellbeing and prosperity of the agricultural and pastoral 
communities.  “Professional” clergy comprised of monks, nuns and lamas who were 
more ritual specialists than spiritual adepts.  The relationship between the monastic 
and lay communities was of crucial importance – hierarchy within the clerical 
tradition was often weak and monasteries were highly dependent on lay support.  The 
character of Buddhist activities in Tibet was “competitive and even entrepreneurial” 
(Samuel 2005: 294) as monks, nuns and lamas vied for local support.  With weak 
institutional backing and control coupled with the strong element of competition, 
Buddhism in Tibet was therefore diverse and highly localized – lay communities 
included non-Tibetans from Russia, Kalmyk and Buryat of the former Soviet Union, 
the Turkic population of Tura, Yunnan and China as well as Kashmir and Nepal.  
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Missionary activities, state patronage as well as trade connections enabled Buddhist 
teachers and students to move between the communities within these regions.  Tibetan 
Buddhism thus was not necessarily limited to Tibetans but had a strong regional 
presence that gradually disappeared in the beginning of the twentieth century with the 
emergence of the nation-state. 
The Tibetan exodus and political exile of the Dalai Lama led to an intensive 
institutionalization of Buddhism outside of Tibet with the reconstitution of not just 
monastic but also state institutions that became an important source and means of 
support for Tibetan refugees.  The exile situation also meant that the cultivation of 
foreign, predominantly Western disciples who had strong interest in Buddhism was, 
in Dharma and practical terms, a natural move.  The pre-conditions of Western 
interest in Tibetan Buddhism were a direct result of this exodus when lamas became 
university teachers, researchers and students in the West, and early Buddhist 
enthusiasts such as the Theosophists, Western scholars and European lamas played an 
important role in the early development of Tibetan Buddhism. 
The West’s interest in Buddhism during the ‘60s and ‘70s was driven by the 
curiosity of youths for “Eastern Wisdom” and encounters with the Tibetan diaspora in 
America and Europe.  This led to the development of a “yogic, shamanic and 
experiential approach” (Samuel 2005: 326) which was gradually replaced by a more 
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“traditionalist”, philosophical, textual and clerical style  - “closer verbally to a literal 
Tibetan model” (ibid) during the 1990s’.  By this time, Tibetan Buddhism was very 
much established in the West and people participated in a variety of activities 
including attending retreats, undertaking vows and becoming seriously involved in 
Buddhist groups, centers and institutions.  Thus Tibetan Buddhism in the West 
engenders a particular type of social and religious experience – the “Dharma 
practitioner” is one who undertakes serious practice including visualization, chanting, 
hand gestures (mudras) and other procedures learned from a lama.  The Western lay 
disciple often develops a close relationship with his/her lama, and “Dharma groups” 
are established as small communities of people gather regularly in rented or owned 
premises to practice Dharma.  And the ideal of the self-sacrificing Bodhisattva who 
returns again and again for the benefit of others, is a well-developed discourse taught 
and written over and over again by lamas in English and other Western languages.  
The moral stature of Tibetan Buddhism is highly publicized in the image of the Dalai 
Lama presented through the media as a subject of political suppression.  However the 
fast growing Tibetan Buddhist movement in America was really led by individual 
charismatic figures such as the late Chogyum Trungpa Rinpoche who founded the 
Vajradhatu International in 1973 (it is currently known as Shambhala International).  
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Sifu was immersed in the “Crazy Wisdom” teachings of the highly 
unconventional Tibetan lama Chogyum Trungpa Rinpoche (1939 – 1987) who was 
well-known for his “quick intelligence, knowledge of Buddhist and Western thought, 
artistic abilities and reputation for eccentricity” (Bell 1998: 61).  Chogyum Trungpa’s 
practice of synthesizing materials from Vajrayana Buddhism, interpretations of 
English aristocratic life as well as Japanese art and philosophies has been described as 
“culturally eclectic”.  Besides actively setting up centers to promote Vajrayana 
Buddhism, visual and performing arts, the study of Asian religions and psychotherapy 
in Europe and America, Chogyum Trungpa also taught the “Drubyon” tradition that 
promised “exceptional insight and magical power with a flamboyant disregard for 
conventional behavior” (ibid: 59).  The Drubyon tradition is translated by Chogyum 
Trungpa as “Crazy Wisdom” – it was also the name KYCO adopted for its first 
newsletter publication that was mooted by a visiting American lama whom KYCO 
followers remember vaguely as “Rainbow monk”. 
Chogyum Trungpa led an extravagant life in the well-heeled area of Boulder, 
Colorado in America, supported by his affluent, professional, middle-class American 
followers; sexual permissiveness was “an unremarkable fact of life” (ibid: 66) in 
Chogyum Trungpa’s circle  which included “Beat generation” poets such as Allen 
Ginsburg, and where “promiscuity was part of the ambience…and sexual jealousy 
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was frowned upon” (ibid).  The late Chogyum Trungpa was also known for smoking 
and being an alcoholic at the same time he was highly regarded by his followers, 
senior lamas and Buddhist scholars for his contribution to Tibetan Buddhism and 
achievement as a yogi and spiritual master.  His outrageous behavior was acceptable 
in the context and traditions of Vajrayana and Zen Buddhism where unconventional 
means and acts are regarded as a legitimate way of teaching the Buddhist Dharma.  As 
a young man and the son of a millionaire, Sifu had a reputation as a “playboy” who 
“liked to flash his credit cards”.  Now Sifu leads a comparatively “modest” life in a 
semi-detached house next to the KYCO center.  Geoffrey Samuel suggests that the 
continuing appeal of Tibetan Buddhism and why people are attracted to a path which 
places so much emphasis on “doing” as well as “studying” is that it is seen as 
“…what it has, in a way, always presented itself as being: a transformative practice, a 
technology for remaking the self and in the process re-conceptualizing both self and 
the world to which the self relates” (Samuel 2005: 338). 
 
Spiritual practice of “miraculous healing” 
KYCO elders also recall that Sifu used to practice “spirit kung-fu” with 
several male followers but they eventually discontinued it in favor of self-cultivation 
activities such as contemplation.  In those early days, Sifu also performed exorcism 
126 
 
and advised people on Fengshui (geomancy) matters.  However, it was Sifu’s divine 
healing that caught the attention of many people and “miracle stories” about cures for 
debilitating diseases, physical impediments etc. soon began to spread.  Miracle stories 
such as Auntie Cheah’s “cure” circulated amongst relatives, colleagues and friends 
who lived in the Kuala Lumpur area: 
“On her first visit to our center, Auntie Cheah had to be physically 
carried up the two flights of stairs at Graphic Press.  Her entire body 
was aching and even a soft touch would evince a loud cry from her.  
Such was her condition and attending to her had to be done with 
extreme tenderness.  Somehow, Sifu was instructed by the Divine 
Mother to massage her legs.  Unbelievably, when that was applied, she 
fell into a deep slumber.  Several weeks later her condition improved 
so much that she was able to walk up the stairs herself, aided only by a 
walking stick.  Even with that remarkable recovery there remained but 
one more wish on her mind and that she could walk without any 
walking stick.  A few weeks later her prayers were answered and when 
she entered the prayer room minus the walking stick, there were smiles 
all over” (KYCO 2003: 280-281). 
 
Stories like this play an important role in perpetuating Sifu’s reputation, for 
these stories bring to life, teach and validate popular belief in the efficacy of Kuan-yin 
(Yu 2001: 151-194).  We know from scholarly works by Robert F. Campany (1996), 
Yu Chun-fang (2001) etc. how the divine presence was “made real” through “miracle 
tales” depicting Kuan-yin’s efficacious responses to devotees’ cry for help.  Miracle 
stories propagated the myth of Kuan-yin as they began to appear in popular media 
such as novels, poetry and theater.  And as a demonstration of the Buddhist concept of 
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“skillful means” (upaya) “by which the teaching can be communicated in ways that 
accord with the understanding of its hearers” (Overmyer 2002: 419), Kuan-yin’s 
efficacious power is made available to all through simple rituals (such as the chanting 
of short mantras) and the sincere invocation of Kuan-yin’s name. 
However, efficacy is not just a production of rituals and discourses of miracle 
stories, it is also a social production that involves “a circular exchange of 
responsiveness” (Hyde 2007) in which Sifu confirms Auntie Cheah’s “expectations of 
the extraordinary” who in turn affirms Sifu’s extraordinary power by her voluntary 
acquiescence (Palmer 2008: 70).  The relationship between Sifu and Auntie Cheah 
could be characterized as an exchange whereby Auntie Cheah’s expectations becomes 
embodied in Sifu who realizes and enlivens these expectations that in turn induces an 
emotional response.  Thus the nature of interaction between Sifu and his followers 
such as Auntie Cheah could be considered in terms of a circulation of “gifts” and 
“counter-gifts” (Mauss 1967) of hope and compassion.  The gift engenders reciprocal 
feelings of gratitude and indebtedness that establish bonds of affinity and relatedness.  
Differentiated from commodity, gifts forge social and spiritual relations of openness 
and interdependency. 
Giving defined as a social act of gifting is fundamental in Buddhism – the 
Buddha in his previous lives achieved Bodhisattva-hood through “perfection in 
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giving” as told by the Jataka.  Jataka stories recount the life times in which the 
Buddha was variously a rabbit, monkey, prince etc. who had sacrificed his body to 
supplicate and/or save other living creatures that were trapped in life-threatening 
situations.  Giving in the Buddhist situation is hardly an act of atonement, instead the 
gift elevates the Buddha/Bodhisattva and those who follow in his spirit to a higher 
state.  The Buddha/Bodhisattva “intends” that sacrifice/gift and through it bonds of 
sociality and reciprocity are established.  For KYCO followers, the stories of Kuan-
yin/Princess Miao-Shan endow ordinary acts of giving/gifting with extraordinary 
meanings and values.  
Giving is a major theme in Sifu’s spiritual discourse where he characterizes 
the “divine as one who bears gifts for people” that positions himself as its gifted 
recipient.  During his lectures, he would make pronouncements such as: 
“We can say that Divine Mother, Kuan Shih Yin Pusa has developed 
for us a very unique practice.  Indeed, when she came to me, she said 
very clearly “I shall give you a path new to the world but yet had been 
practiced since ancient times…” 
 
One who gives in kindness and charity is connected to the spirit of the 
Bodhisattva who approaches us with gifts.  As a spiritual master, Tony Wong 
becomes the divine incarnate - a Bodhisattva who offers himself as the gift that 
establishes a bond between man and the divine.  The analogy here is the Christian 
covenant between man and God that is established by Jesus Christ as the gift and 
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vehicle of atonement in the Cruxifixion, a familiar theme to Tony Wong who was a 
Catholic.  Hence, Sifu is not only the epitome of giving or gifting and the recipient of 
divine gifts - he is the gift himself.  Born into a wealthy family and community of 
elite Teochew tycoons or “towkays” who typically make up the leadership ranks of 
redemptive cults in Southeast Asia, Sifu would have acquired the necessary social and 
symbolic capital for his career. 
 
Towkay, Wise Man, Spiritual Leader: Big-man and Knowledge  
The “towkay”- a businessman, tycoon or entrepreneur is a powerful image of a 
man of substance amongst the Chinese ethnic communities in Southeast Asia.  The 
successful and wealthy towkay rather than the erudite Mandarin scholar or sagely 
ascetic symbolizes the elite, and to whom the Chinese communities in Southeast Asia 
often look upon for leadership and guidance.  During the nineteenth century, Chinese 
towkays made their fortune as colonial state agents in revenue and tax farming of 
liquor, opium, gambling, prostitution, pork, markets and tolls (Trocki 2002: 297).  In 
these colonial monopolistic endeavors, the towkay provided his own organization to 
carry out the task and “charged as much as he felt economically realistic to the 
consumer, paying his overhead and rent to the government and pocketing the 
remainder as his profit” (ibid).  The immense profits produced were used to finance 
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commodity production that generated the infrastructure for consumer economics. The 
towkay gained a position of authority and respect by playing an important role in 
colonial economies and thus came into being as the one through whom “gifts” of 
wealth and good fortune flowed; he was and continues to be a powerful symbol of the 
“self-possessed”, “self-made” man in a market society where “getting” rather than 
“giving” marks the substantial person.  In this context, giving is not antithetical to the 
ethos of the towkay: he gains social and symbolic capital through the dispersal of his 
gifts. The towkay reaps social status and prestige through giving.  As the leader-
founder of KYCO, Sifu reenacts the symbolism of the towkay or the “big man” who 
“uses wealth to place others in his debt” (Sahlins 1972 in Lindstrom 1984: 291).  
However, the possession, communication and control of esoteric knowledge in the 
form of myths, prophecies, abstract theories and ethics, are equally essential in 
achieving and preserving the power and prestige of leadership (see DeBernardi 2004; 
Duara 1999; Lindstrom 1984: 292).  Not unlike other contemporary Chinese spiritual 
masters, Sifu compels the attractiveness of giving as an attainment and esoteric 
endeavor, through the mechanics of knowledge control.  
Animated by the discourse of compassion, the knowledge about giving is an 
inspirationist rather than a creationist one.  The knowledge of the meanings and 
expectations of giving in cyclical times and at “end of the Dharma” are all embedded 
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within the Chinese Buddhist and popular religious as well as cultural traditions that 
spiritual masters like Sifu interpret and provide explanations.  Suggesting that the 
knowledge he received comes from the divine, people thus perceived the process of 
knowing not so much as a matter of individual creativity but a matter of disciplined 
practice through contemplation for example.  Even the inventions of new hymns, 
poems and personal writings have been attributed to divine inspiration rather than 
some flash of individual creativity.  This knowledge is often augmented and expanded 
through continuous interpretations and reinterpretations.  The openness of this form of 
knowledge suggests that it is not under the absolute control of any one social actor or 
institution to generate novel information and/or interpretation.  New spiritual leaders 
often emerge with equally and sometimes more compelling alternative interpretations 
that result from practices of meditation, contemplation, writing and/or spirit 
possession.  Openness of access to knowledge production means that almost anyone 
could achieve power and constitute his own ideological organization of followers, if 
enough people find his interpretations and information compelling.  Because the 
powerless would be able to challenge those already with power and influence, 
knowledge is therefore controlled not so much at its point of production but in its 
distribution.  Hence, esoteric knowledge is not given away completely but 
communicated in secrecy and by not telling all that one knows.  Secrecy and the 
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astute timing in communicating or revealing, seek to restrict and protect the means 
and access to this knowledge.  Sifu carefully “budgets” his communication and 
revelation by restricting secret revelations to his disciples made-up of an inner core 
group of select followers who have been initiated; he also does not reveal all at once 
the divine messages that he received in an impressive spew but carefully plans their 
release according to the situation and mood of the times, so that these last over time.  
The impressive quantity and insightfulness of these divine messages that Sifu 
regularly transmits to followers often imply to them his privileged position in relation 
to the divine as well as his exclusive access to it.  The opaqueness of these messages 
often strike followers as deeply profound which indicate to them that he is in 
possession of the real essence of knowledge, although he communicates enough to 
convince people of its secrets.  This kind of opaque speech or talk constitutes “the 
meaning of meaningless words” (Lindstrom 1984: 302), and it “permits men to 
demonstrate their knowledge while maintaining its secrecy” (ibid).   The opacity also 
permits Sifu a powerful interpretive role to elaborate, explain and exemplify divine 
revelations to followers who depend on these interpretations in order to understand 
what they are listening to and doing.  
Whether as a towkay and/or a spiritual leader, Sifu situates his “entry” into the 
spiritual world within the narrative of Chinese spiritual masters and their mission to 
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“save the world”: his biography shows that he possesses extraordinary qualities and is 
sought out by the gods who reveal to him teachings and divinations.  Kuan-yin – the 
Chinese Goddess of Mercy and the Vagabond Monk Jigong came to Sifu to instruct 
him on the “Path of the Bodhisattva”.  His influence is derived in part from the 
popular belief in spiritual masters who possess extraordinary powers through living a 
morally exemplary life, and who shares this power with others through their teachings 
that enable people to experience those powers for themselves.  In a study of Li 
Hongzhi who is the controversial founder of Falun Gong- a controversial spiritual cult 
from China, David Ownby suggests that the belief in charismatic spiritual masters is 
an “enduring predisposition within Chinese culture” (Ownby 2008: 28). 
 
Sifu Tony Wong versus Master Lim Peng Eok: Taoist spiritual master extraordinaire 
I consider Sifu to be a compatriot of another English-educated Chinese 
spiritual master by the name of Lim Peng Eok who passed away in 1999 (DeBernardi 
2006: Chapter 6).  DeBernardi situates Master Lim in the Chinese redemptive cults 
tradition of “ancestor-teacher” (cho-su, zu-shi) who is a founding patriarch believed to 
possess “exceptional supernatural powers, including the power to become reincarnate 
Buddhas’ or deities” (ibid: 224).  Master Lim’s ancestor-teachers included 
Shakyamuni Buddha, Amitabha Buddha, Kuan-yin, the Taoist deities Emperor of 
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Dark Heavens and Lu Dong-bin.  At KYCO, an inner hall on the second level has an 
elaborate altar dedicated to the veneration of Kuan-yin, Emperor of Dark Heavens and 
another popular Taoist deity by the name of Wong Lo Sin-See.  Followers venerate 
these three figures as their ancestor-teachers or founding patriarchs of KYCO.  
Master Lim was based in Penang.  In his youth, he had aspired towards further 
education in England intending to specialize in Bible Studies but failed at the 
Cambridge examinations.  He then taught art in the Penang Free School, an elite 
English language secondary school.  Like Sifu, Master Lim adopts an (scholarly) 
“intellectual” approach in his instruction; he encouraged followers to study the 
Chinese divination “classics” comprising of “Yi-jing” and “Dao De-jing”, and put 
strong emphasis on “understanding”.  Master Lim conducted classes in his temple to 
teach the Dao De-jing (Way of Tao).  The class comprised of the English-educated, 
middle-class Chinese that included a medical doctor, professor, stock analyst etc.   
Master Lim taught in English and “deep literary Hokkien” weaved his own life 
experiences, stories as well as other imageries into his exposition of the mystical 
origin or energy called “Tao” (in Taoism).  Similar to Sifu who draws parallels from 
the Bible and Sai Baba messages exalting ethical conduct, Master Lim cites from 
Western scholarly works on Hinduism and Buddhism as well as the Bible and English 
poetry.  Like Sifu, he also taught self-cultivation. 
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Both Sifu and Master Lim are proponents of “Theosophy” – an influential 
spiritual cult movement that originated in Europe during the nineteenth century.  I 
chanced upon a Theosophy magazine on Sifu’s desk one day and enquired judiciously 
about his interest in Theosophy.  Sifu did not elaborate except for a sparse comment 
about William Judge as a “close companion of Madam Blavastky” who was the 
founder of the Theosophical Society in Europe.  I could understand how and why 
Theosophy appealed to Sifu because its materials are available in English, and it takes 
a universalistic as well as intellectualist approach which is understood to be a 
“syncretic amalgamation of Hinduism, Buddhism and Western esoteric philosophy” 
(DeBernardi 2006: 225).  Theosophy introduced and popularized Asian religious and 
philosophical ideas in the West and among English-educated Asian elites.  While 
Master Lim used Theosophical materials such as the epic poem “The Light of Asia” 
as a text to teach Buddhism, Sifu on the other hand was reticent about having any 
(direct) association with Theosophy. 
Master Lim taught how “…it is knowledge that lives in the heart which…was 
the way to know god” (DeBernardi 2006: 244) as a key principle.  This is much 
aligned with Sifu’s emphasis on self-cultivation as a form of learning that develops 
the heart and mind.  Both masters promote an ethic of the self and Master Lim’s 
“ethic of personal responsibility” (ibid) resonates with Sifu’s  “Eighteen Virtues”.  To 
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Master Lim, virtuous conduct was “a way of being human” (Hokkien: e-hiao jou-
lang): “Knowing how to be human meant that people should know how to negotiate 
their way in the world without conflict, showing respect for the cycles of nature and 
tolerance of the diversity of mankind” (ibid: 252).  Master Lim’s instructions for his 
followers to read and cultivate correspond to Sifu’s instructions to write and 
contemplate.  Both masters emphasize self-discipline and doing good to help others.  
Master Lim’s dictum of “what’s inside is what is (ultimately) important” (ibid: 239) 
demonstrates a focus on inwardness and this is fully aligned with Sifu’s emphasis on 
self-cultivation.  Sifu’s lecture entitled “Kuan-yin Path” articulates explicitly the 
central tenets of his teachings: 
1.Kuan-yin reveals to Sifu a path that would lead practitioners towards 
Bodhisattva-hood. 
2. The path transforms practitioners, and people who have come into 
contact with them, into better persons through virtue.  The path is also 
called the “Path of Virtue” and it is declared to be universal. 
3. It is available to everyone because people are (believed to be) 
innately virtuous. 
4. The purpose of the path is to develop a heart and mind of 
compassion, especially in times of darkness. 
5. Putting compassion into practice is to “give”.  Sifu says “Buddhism 
is about giving”; it is to “give things that you don’t have to part with – 
joy, hope and love”.  
6. Kuan-yin devotees are recognized as those who worship, chant, 
practice good qualities and have wishes for a good rebirth.  As KYCO 




7. Compassion can be cultivated through a system of practice called 
“The Ten Steps of Practice”; it focuses on “learning how to be your 
own master, mastering your mind by conquering your senses”. 
8. This is achieved by learning to pray, give and sit/contemplate - 
praying establishes a sense of intimacy with the divine; giving brings 
joy and contemplating develops discipline as well as wisdom. 
9. By “living a grateful life”, one is assured of “receiving” salvation 
(and good tidings) from the divine. 
 
Sifu’s spiritual discourse is premised on the virtues of compassion and of 
giving as well as the practice of moral self-cultivation through praying, chanting and 
contemplating.  This spiritual discourse emerges out of a generally dark and grim 
prognosis of contemporary times, and purports to offer a way towards humanity’s 
salvation; it is based on Sifu’s own spiritual awakening that he conceived in terms of 
a timeless gift for all people, and for which he defined and presented himself, his 
ideas and practices as miraculous.  The miraculous pulls people into convictions that 
appeal to their own sense and judgment of the moral.  Sifu is, among other things, a 
teacher and he produces an extensive amount of literature - both oral and written 
through his twice-weekly Dharma lectures, in which his views on a variety of matters 
are presented.  It is quite clear from my observation of and interaction with followers 
that Sifu’s teachings are important to them – his philosophical view which can be 
described as eclectic and dogmatic, is exalted by followers as a moral truth.   
What Sifu teaches also emerges in equal importance to who he is, that is when 
followers talk about Sifu, they not only quote his teachings but also mention his 
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“presence” in their lives and highlight his moral character such as his compassion and 
wisdom.  More importantly, followers express and demonstrate a relationship with 
Sifu that is intimate and devotional – they like to see him, hear him and be near him.  
Through his teachings and instructions on self-cultivation practices, followers report 
themselves as having profound experiences and “ineffable” moments in their lives 
that can only be described or exalted (particularly through devotional poems, songs 
and essays) but are beyond “rational explanation”.  These experiences and moments 
consolidate and fulfill what are already meaningful to people, contextualized in a 
strong emotional relationship with Sifu where he presents himself as a gift – a motif 
of the Bodhisattva sacrifice, to followers.  The profound and ineffable are grounded in 
a self-knowledge that is deeply inward and achieved through the cultivation of 
contemplative insight.  It is revealed as something arising from a cultivated 
experience of the moral, that leaves an intense, striking and intuitive understanding.  
Ironically, this self-knowledge is also marked by an ambivalence whereby the 
follower cannot really know or understand what is going on with themselves and in 
their lives – only Sifu “really” knows one’s past, present and future.   
The source of Sifu’s charismatic leadership lies partly in his background as the 
scion of a wealthy Teochew businessman and immersion into the network of Teochew 
tycoons who have been propagating and providing leadership for redemptive cults.  
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Yet it is also Sifu’s talent, creativity and flair that established him as a counterpart to 




















Chapter 4 Bodhisattvas of Kuala Lumpur 
Much scholarly interest has been focused on how people become committed to 
a religious or spiritual worldview by examining the social processes of belief as well 
as recruitment and indoctrination into a religious organization.  Yet it is also equally 
important to ask how is it that they become persons of spiritual conviction in the 
larger world, in a practical sense of acting in and upon the world with moral intentions 
and spiritual aspirations.  In this chapter, I profile KYCO followers Swee Kiat, Lim 
Kuan Meng and Wendy Ong to illustrate the circumstances in which they flesh-out 
their role as Bodhisattvas.  In considering how people embody such roles, I provide 
some personal background to give a cursory sense of the life-historical events that 
have come to shape their spiritual-moral conviction.  I also attempt to show the 
circumstances under which this conviction emerges and how it is made real and 
palpable.  From these profiles, I seek to uncover what it is that they are working 
towards and to reveal the nature of their aspirations in becoming a Bodhisattva. 
 
Swee Kiat: the Information Technology professional 
Swee Kiat was my initial point of contact at KYCO.  I first emailed him in 
2007 to discuss about my research.  Swee Kiat left an indelible impression on me 
through his email messages: he was deeply encouraging when he learnt about my 
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research and warmly welcomed my visit to KYCO, even offering to pick me up from 
the city and drive me to the KYCO “centre” located in the suburb of Petaling Jaya, 
Kuala Lumpur.  Swee Kiat’s openness and willingness to share was refreshing.  I was 
elated at Swee Kiat’s enthusiastic response and it rekindled my optimism about the 
research. 
I attended the Kuan-yin festival at KYCO and finally met Swee Kiat for the 
first time in March 2008.  KYCO was a hive of activities with preparations underway 
for the “second moon” festival to commemorate the birth of the Bodhisattva Kuan-
yin.  I was apprehensive about the timing but Swee Kiat was expecting my visit and 
had informed several people at KYCO about it.  Charlie showed me around the 
premises of KYCO as I waited for Swee Kiat.  While Charlie is outgoing, energetic 
and enthusiastic, Swee Kiat is subdued and introspective.  I explained to both of them 
that I was a doctoral student from Singapore and that I planned to study practices and 
activities centered around Kuan-yin.  Swee Kiat listened attentively as I spoke while 
Charlie was smiling and probed me with further questions.  When I finished 
describing what I was attempting to do for my project, Charlie looked at Swee Kiat 
and then beamed at me.  He said, “You have come to the right place for research”. 
Swee Kiat suggested that I first read up the KYCO publications for more 
information.  He promptly went to the shelves that were filled with books including 
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Arnold J. Toynbee’s massive 12-volume work on world history, the Buddhist 
Dharmapada, Theosophical publications etc. and pulled out two magazines.  The 
magazines were a biennial publication that highlighted as well as epitomized the 
accomplishments and efforts of the organization.  The next day, I sat down in a coffee 
shop and pored through the magazines in a whole afternoon over more than a few 
cups of tea.  The magazines contained stories, essays, poems, personal statements and 
inspirational anecdotes that expressed religious and moral pieties, aspirations and 
commitments from KYCO followers.  There were also materials from Tibetan 
Buddhism, Sai Baba as well as “New Age” mystical groups from America such as 
Church Universal and Triumphant that reflected the Theosophical tradition.  I was 
excited about the rich and interesting articles that alluded to the complexity and 
interconnectivity of spiritualized worldviews and practices. I was encouraged by the 
thought of what all these would mean for my research but at the same time I was also 
apprehensive about how I am going to make coherent sense of all these seemingly 
disparate i.e. local and traditional yet also foreign and contemporary, mystical yet 
highly rationalized and moralistic materials.   
I arranged to meet with Swee Kiat again at KYCO a few days later.  After the 
Dharma session which began at 7pm and ended after 930pm, I hopped into Swee 
Kiat’s car, a sporty-looking hatch-back Proton “Gen-X” that he bought recently for 
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his wife to fetch their children to-and-from school.  We drove about ten minutes out to 
Kuchai Lama, a fast developing suburban town in Petaling Jaya (PJ) to grab some 
supper at a 24-hour “Old Town White Coffee” café.  The café was a popular gathering 
place for young middle-class urbanites.  It was nicely decorated, had indoors air-
conditioned as well as outdoors open-air seating with internet-connection and 
comfortable sofas.  By nightfall, many people would hangout there that lent a nice 
buzz to the place.  Over supper, we began the first of many conversations that would 
establish a friendship beyond my fieldwork. 
When I asked Swee Kiat how he got to know about KYCO, he said that it was 
through several sources: people knew about KYCO as “the place that teaches the 
Buddhist Dharma in English”.  He had a vague impression about Sifu Tony Wong 
whom many claimed was a good teacher because he was able to make the Buddhist 
Dharma accessible or comprehensible for them.  Through one of his colleagues at 
work Swee Kiat received directions to KYCO when it was at Jalan Klang Lama 
(another part of Petaling Jaya).  He did not manage to find KYCO the first time round 
and the idea was put aside until several weeks later.  On his second attempt he 
managed to come to the correct place, somewhat intuitively.  He said, “I have been to 
many temples and attended many Dharma talks.  But when I first came to KYCO and 
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listened to Sifu’s Dharma lecture, I thought to myself ‘this is it’, this is where I belong 
and I am not going anywhere else”.   
Prior to his encounter with KYCO, Swee Kiat had already developed an 
interest in Buddhism after encountering the works of a Taiwanese Mahayana monk by 
the name of Song Hua.  He appreciated the intellectual profundity of the Taiwanese 
monk who taught the Buddhist doctrine on the nature of the “self”, and was impressed 
by how un-coercive Buddhism seemed to be compared with other religions.   He 
explained how the Buddhist Dharma is a “method” leading towards the “truth”; noting 
further how words, images etc. are not the “truth” but representations of the “truth” 
which could only be experienced by the practitioner himself.  After attending his first 
Dharma session, Swee Kiat said he felt pretty sure that KYCO was the “right place” 
for him. “It feels like…coming home”, he said.   
Swee Kiat had been a KYCO follower since 2001 and was working very hard 
to become one of Sifu’s inner-group of disciples.  Swee Kiat’s quiet commitment and 
enthusiasm are highly remarkable.  Throughout my six months of fieldwork at 
KYCO, Swee Kiat never misses a single Dharma session held on Tuesday and 
Thursday evenings.  He also attends the Saturday afternoon’s prayer and meditation 
session, and is actively involved in the Sunday school program for children.  
However, his wife and four teenage children rarely join him for these activities.  
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Aside from ongoing conversations, I observed Swee Kiat during Dharma sessions, 
organizational meetings and events.  Even though he works quietly and unobtrusively, 
many people including Sifu recognize his tireless dedication and are grateful for it.  
Swee Kiat embodies the spirit of cooperative engagement, civility and responsibility 
that many followers have been striving for.  
Appearance wise, Swee Kiat is a neat, bespectacled, mild-mannered and frugal 
man in his early fifties.  He is restrained in speech and manner, and keeps to a strict 
vegetarian diet.  Like many middle-class Malaysians, he had “quality of life” concerns 
regarding standard of living, job security, the economy and his children’s future such 
as (overseas) tertiary education.  At the same time, he also harbors moral and spiritual 
aspirations.  To Swee Kiat, the moral and spiritual achievements are important; he 
believes that these achievements have direct links to one’s material and 
socioeconomic successes.  Swee Kiat hopes that he would be able to enter monkhood 
one day when he could be fully discharged of his duties and obligations.  He believes 
that by doing so, his children and their future generation will gain merit and have 
good lives.  
Swee Kiat is a technology professional who works at a multi-national 
company and has recently moved into a new house in Shah Alam with his family.  I 
could imagine how Swee Kiat fits into the Shah Alam scene – a quiet, picturesque 
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middle-class neighborhood with grand avenues and a low-density residential housing.  
Predominantly Malay, Shah Alam is the designated royal capital of the state of 
Selangor.  Swee Kiat had a few problems though: one of his neighbors would 
antagonize him by dumping trash over the wall onto his lawn, and the city’s 
municipal council had handed out warnings to Swee Kiat regarding his pet dog. The 
Shah Alam municipal council issues licenses for dog ownership that come with a 
detailed list of rules and conditions regarding the type of premise, type of dogs 
allowed etc. and it stipulates that potential dog owners are to get permission from 
their immediate neighbors before they could actually own them (see Annex 2 “Syarat-
Syarat Untuk Mendapatakan Lesen Anjing”).  The council suggested to Swee Kiat 
that in view of preserving good neighborly ties, it would be better for him not to have 
a dog so as to keep his neighbors happy.  Muslims in Malaysia are commonly taught 
and instructed that dogs are “haram” (forbidden) as part of the teachings of Islam.  As 
a result, many Muslims try to avoid, shy away or fear dogs to the extent that some 
would come to hate and despise dogs.  On the other hand, there are voices amongst 
the Muslim community who seek to clarify how dogs should be treated just like any 
other animals through online social media.  For example, the Facebook page entitled 
“Good Muslims love dogs” was set up to break the stereotype that Muslims are “dog-
haters”.  The Facebook page provides information on the Fatwa or law regarding dogs 
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in Islam (Hukum Anjing Mengikut Syarak); Youtube video links of Malaysian 
Muslim clerics and scholars who explain why Islam does not consider dogs to be 
haram or dirty; handy tips about dogs and dog-friendly public areas such as parks, 
malls and restaurants in Kuala Lumpur.  However, the fear and avoidance of dogs 
amongst Muslims still tend to get in the way of relations with their non-Muslim 
neighbors who keep dogs as pets. 
Swee Kiat remained doggedly patient and persistent in his quiet manner of 
being non-confrontational about things by clearing away the trash without making a 
fuss and tried to keep the dog indoors and out of sight of his neighbors as much as 
possible.  As he talked about those problems, I could sense a struggle to maintain an 
even tone in his voice.  But he had learnt to deal with all these negative everyday 
experiences by regarding those tensions and unpleasantness to be a test of his 
character, and he treated them as occasions to exercise virtue: Swee Kiat said that he 
is “thankful” for the “opportunity” to cultivate and exercise patience.  The hostile and 
unreasonable behavior of his neighbors seemed to have prevented Swee Kiat from 
reaching out to them, and the municipal regulations regarding dog ownership are 
stacked against him in favor of his Muslim neighbors.  Short of moving out of the 
neighborhood and/or give up on his dog, there really are no viable options for Swee 
Kiat to resolve the neighborhood crisis in a manner that he would find to be fair 
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and/or satisfactory.  Thus Swee Kiat regarded the interpersonal tension as a personal 
spiritual challenge.  He was compelled into changing his way of thinking and feeling, 
of acting and behaving in terms of a moral endeavor of cultivating patience, in order 
to relate and belong to his new neighborhood.    
Swee Kiat tried not to be overwhelmed by anger, disappointment and 
disillusionment over the issue of his dog that highlighted mundane but potent aspects 
of daily life in a supposed harmonious multi-cultural Malaysia.  Quite often, my 
conversations with Swee Kiat delved on “feelings” and “emotions” – not so much on 
the contents but the ways of dealing with those feelings and emotions.  We discussed 
about how we could become so “unaware” and “lose control” of ourselves at times, 
and how we could better deal with our emotions by “watching” our feelings closely in 
order to recognize the arising of negativity such as anger.  Swee Kiat talked about 
how the “heart” and “mind” have to “work in-tandem” and not overwhelm each other 
in such a way that a person does not become “too calculative” and “too analytical” or 
“too emotional”. He advised me to start by praying if ever I faced or sensed negative 
feelings and emotions to be arising – not for myself but for others who are suffering. 
Swee Kiat takes Sifu’s Dharma lectures seriously.  He was fastidious about 
recording every single lecture on his digital voice recorder.  From those lectures, 
Swee Kiat developed a systematic chart entitled “A Spiritual Training Roadmap” that 
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explained the processes of acquiring virtues and eliminating vices.  The chart depicted 
a model or system of practice that purports to lead the practitioner from a state of 
“self” and “self-consciousness” to “selflessness” and “contemplation”, from 
“ordinariness” to “Bodhisattva-hood”.  It showed a step-by-step self-discovery of 
virtues such as compassion, generosity and gentleness that would be unfolded through 
the routinization of doing charity and the act of “giving” for example.  It described an 
individual practice that is process-centric, rooted in a system of bodily techniques 
aided by personal conviction as well as faith in Sifu as a teacher and moral exemplar.  
The embodied practice of morals and virtues was a way for Swee Kiat to understand 
and enact spiritual aspirations.  By rationalizing proper conduct, prayer and 
contemplation or meditation and performance of good deeds into a system of 
processes, Swee Kiat thus learns to become a Bodhisattva.  I shall examine how those 
specific techniques by which religious or spiritual tenets that inform practice are 
learnt and actualized, in the following chapters. 
Swee Kiat is not an avid reader but relies on informal conversations and email 
messages with his network of friends and colleagues.  Occasionally, I would receive 




Swee Kiat finds materials like this appealing because it makes “natural sense” 
to him.  The manner in which he consumed or processed such information is as if it is 
intuitive and self-evident.  By receiving and forwarding these materials to his friends 
and contacts, Swee Kiat participates in the trafficking of a spiritual cause that in his 
mind could only be good and beneficial for its recipients.  He does not use 
provocative imagery or evocative words nor is he insistent about things, and it would 
be out of character for him to do so.  
Over subsequent suppers and the occasional lunch or dinner with Swee Kiat, I 
learned more about his personal background.  It was only in the recent years that 
Swee Kiat installed an altar for Kuan-yin in his house.  He told me that unlike his 
grandfather who venerated Kuan-yin and observed a strict regime at home in Penang, 
he considered himself to be “lacking” in comparison.  Swee Kiat’s grandfather was a 
member of “Yiguandao” - a popular spiritual cult that merged Confucianism, 
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Buddhism and Taoism into a universal faith, and urged moral self-transformation.  
Yiguandao followers observe Buddhist Precepts and practice divination, planchette 
and spirit writing.  Cults like Yiguandao as well as Daodehui, Daoyuan etc. are 
known collectively as “redemptive societies” (Duara 2003: 89-130).  Urging the 
“extinguishing of worldly desires and engagement in moral action” (ibid: 103), 
redemptive cults regarded moral and spiritual development as essential to material 
and scientific progress.  Thus KYCO’s emphasis on spiritual self-cultivation and 
moral perfection are not only familiar themes and objectives to Swee Kiat, but 
unquestionably good.  
Swee Kiat took on the responsibility of ensuring my well being during the 
time I did fieldwork in Kuala Lumpur.  He was particularly concerned about my 
safety and always drove me back to my friend’s house in another town in Petaling 
Jaya where I was temporarily staying.  He also did his best to make sure that I got 
whatever I needed for my research.  Swee Kiat is one of the kindest and most earnest 
people I have ever met.  It was with his encouragement and guidance that I learned to 
tread the social, spiritual and moral life-worlds of KYCO.  I made extended stays in 
Kuala Lumpur over a period of six months for fieldwork.  When I was not in Kuala 
Lumpur, I kept in touch with Swee Kiat as well as other followers at KYCO through 
email.  I was put on his email list so that he could send transcripts of Sifu’s Dharma 
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lectures to me.  Through these lectures, I was able to keep track of what was going-on 
at KYCO.  I continued to visit KYCO on special occasions and celebrations, and I 
stayed in Kuala Lumpur for a few days each time.  This arrangement went on until 
2010 when I stopped travelling entirely, due to work and other commitments. 
 
Lim Kuan Meng: the retiree 
I got to know Lim Kuan Meng while helping to package DiGi phone cards for 
Sifu’s business after KYCO meetings.  I remembered that it was a Thursday evening 
after the Dharma session when there was an urgent order that needed to be fulfilled 
and we had been working furiously for the past hour or so.  Nobody was talking and 
the only voice in the hall was Sifu’s who was on the phone coordinating deliveries 
and supplies.  Mr. Lim appeared out of nowhere and walked leisurely towards my 
table that I shared with a few others; it was stacked with thousands of unfolded DiGi 
cards and the task ahead of us was daunting.  He took a deliberate look around him at 
everyone who was hard at work and cracked a joke that dissipated the tense 
atmosphere quickly.  During our introductory meeting, I found Mr. Lim to be an 
opinionated and witty person.  I was able to establish an easy camaraderie with him 
over the course of my fieldwork, and did not need to prod him very much to talk. 
153 
 
Mr. Lim is a Kuala Lumpur native and lifelong KYCO follower.  Unlike Swee 
Kiat, Mr. Lim has a caustic sense of humor and a wry wit to match but could be 
temperamental and sarcastic at times.  Nothing was too sacred or reverent to Mr. Lim 
- he poked fun and made sarcastic remarks about practically everything and on nearly 
everyone that earned him a reputation.  He is revered and respected as an elder but 
also quietly loathed for his sharp acidic tongue.  He joined KYCO more than 20 years 
ago through his wife who regularly attended Sifu’s Dharma sessions.  Now in his 
mid-60s’, he lives with his wife and two adult daughters in another section of the 
middle-class suburb of Petaling Jaya. 
A graduate from the University of Malaya with a degree in economics, Mr. 
Lim pursued a professional career as a banker who reviewed and dispensed loans to 
individuals as well as private businesses for the most part of his working life.  He was 
in and out of work, and for a period of time he found himself in a precarious financial 
position.  He struggled to make ends meet, relying on an irregular stream of income 
from periodic contract work for various small and medium sized companies.  On a 
few occasions, usually after Dharma sessions, I took the chance to speak with him 
about his spiritual life.  Mr. Lim disclosed that he took a turn towards a more 
contemplative spirituality shortly after his retirement only a few years ago: he devoted 
one hour each morning to pray, chant and meditate at home.  He made it quite clear to 
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me that his spiritual practice is not (just) an escape into the quiet (or withdrawal into 
himself), but an outreach to others through charity and service for which he considers 
to be the most important part of his spirituality. 
During my encounters with Mr. Lim, we talked frequently about the world 
economy and he was highly empathetic to those who had been affected by the 2008 
global financial crisis triggered by a complex interplay of systemic failures and 
human excesses. Deeply frustrated with the financial crisis, he could not come to 
terms with how a small elite group of men – investment bankers, driven by greed and 
personal gain, could make decisions that had adversely affected the lives of so many 
people around the world; he was critical of  “easy credit” consumption and felt that 
“real businesses” such as manufacturing had suffered because of the tightening credit 
crunch.  It was a spiral into a moral abyss, Mr. Lim decried.  Over late night suppers, 
he would often give me a gloomy prognosis of the global socioeconomic situation: 
foreclosures of businesses and houses, prolonged slump in the property and stock 
markets, and high unemployment rates.  He lamented on the high cost of living in 
Malaysia especially in cities like Kuala Lumpur: “Inflation has been rampant and 
wages stagnant over the past decade.  The quality of life has deteriorated.  Even 
eating-out (in Kuala Lumpur) has become costly for many people.  Imagine, a plate of 
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chicken rice that costs RM4.50 even RM5 versus S$2.50 in Singapore on a wage level 
that is comparatively lower here”.  
Mr. Lim felt that something was fundamentally wrong over the past decade 
when people did not seem to have benefited from the economic growth years before 
the financial crisis hit in 2008.  “Where was the prosperity that the government kept 
talking about?” he asked, “People just do not feel it”.  His disappointment, as he 
pointed-out himself, had come from “the hard-hitting reality on the ground”.  
Expressing sympathy towards young working adults, especially those who were 
planning or just starting-out a family, he cited the exorbitant costs of a marriage 
banquet, of buying a house, getting a car and other concerns that reflected a sense of 
his own trepidation for his children’s future.  Generally speaking, Mr. Lim’s 
perspective of the world was grim and pessimistic.  He did not hide his sometimes 
dark and pensive moods or fatalistic view of the human condition, sharpened by his 
exposure and sensitivity to local needs and profound knowledge of economics and 
global finance.  “The way I see it, people’s lives are getting more and more difficult, 
even desperate”, he said.   
Mr. Lim did not foresee an end to the sources of human suffering and tended 
to view the world as declining.  His exposure to lives ruptured by the fickle boom-
and-bust cycles of the business and financial worlds only hardened his fatalistic view 
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of the human condition. “It is not that I am angry or pessimistic”, he said without any 
tinge of irony and in a tone that suggested sympathy rather than anger, “the way I see 
it, the world can only become a better place provided that people become more 
compassionate.”  In this respect, Mr. Lim had a high estimation of compassion as a 
powerful moral imperative that he strongly believed would make life in this world 
better, if not a more bearable place to live in.  He said compassion “moves people’s 
hearts so that they could hear the sufferings of others”.  The value of compassion – 
the empathy of suffering with those who suffer, leading to benevolent action is often 
cited as the central emphasis of KYCO and a core quality for followers.  Neither Mr. 
Lim nor any follower I encountered throughout my fieldwork has ever debated (much 
less disagreed with) the value proposition, priority and/or meaning of compassion. 
I remembered late one evening after a Dharma session when Mr. Lim and I 
were standing outside the KYCO compound to enjoy the cool breeze, and our 
conversation turned towards the topic of compassion.  He talked at length about two 
significant events in his life where he made “personal sacrifices”: on the first 
occasion, he gave a significant sum of money to help an acquaintance - a father of his 
daughter’s classmate mired in debt even though he himself was not financially well-
off himself, and on the second occasion he gave a huge sum of money to help out an 
old friend who lost his fortune in the erratic property market.  I was reminded by a 
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story that Mr. Lim wrote and published in a KYCO quarterly newsletter of 2009 (see 
Appendix 1).  The indignity of poverty and suffering of his friends had weighed 
heavily on him; their anguish had inflicted as much shame and guilt as it induced 
compassion and empathy in Mr. Lim.  The terms of compassion were also an implicit 
vocabulary for shame but at the same time it also spoke of hope and redemption.  
More fundamentally, Mr. Lim illustrated how his subjective experiences and 
responses are consonant with the spiritual aspirations and commitments of KYCO.  I 
suggest that these aspirations and commitments have become the context in which 
Mr. Lim’s interpretations of phenomena have been carried out and in which he had 
learnt to experience his physical as well as mental activities that reinforce or become 
evident for the importance of such a spiritual endeavor.  
I was touched by Mr. Lim’s thoughtfulness and stoic kindness for his friends.  
While it was a simple yet sincere and heartfelt story of compassion, I felt that unlike 
Swee Kiat who spoke of the world as being within his consciousness, Mr. Lim 
articulated a situated-ness and/or consciousness in the world.  Yet like Swee Kiat, he 
also did not make suggestions for collective advocacy or social action and came back 
around to the importance of personal commitment and individual action.  Mr. Lim had 
cast the issues of charity, poverty relief etc. within the gambit of personal 
responsibility and spirituality.  These were seen less as systemic, structural or social 
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issues and more as individual, humanistic and moral matters.  What seems most 
important for Mr. Lim and Swee Kiat is becoming a better person.  They set 
themselves tasks – regular acts of charity, helping to set up the KYCO premises for 
Dharma sessions, listening to Dharma lectures, praying and contemplating, fund-
raising for the underprivileged, community patrols etc. – so that they can develop or 
grow through the experience of compassionate service.  They care about the tasks, but 
even more they care about becoming a Bodhisattva through doing the task.  They 
think more immediately and frequently about what kind of person they are trying to 
become or what they could and should be.  Their perspective emphasizes developing 
individual virtue from within and not so much as a solution to social problems16. 
In his narration, Mr. Lim also demonstrated a conviction in compassion as an 
ultimate moral imperative to be pursued with determined effort, towards the 
attainment of Bodhisattva-hood.  Compassion is a matter of “heart-work” for Mr. Lim 
and he expressed how in coming to the actions and decisions made, he neither 
prescribed to religious dogma, code of conduct nor found himself forced into acting 
and/or reacting in a certain way. When I asked Mr. Lim more pointedly to explain 
what compassion meant (to him) and what it would take to be compassionate, he 
replied in an instructional tone: 
                                       
16 Any overt social or political comments were discouraged by Sifu. 
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“My ideal is to be kind and I will try to be kind.  I may not be perfectly 
kind but I can be kind any time I want to be.  And I move towards not 
whether I will be kind; I will be kind whenever I should be and must 
be kind.  That is how I move forward…always moving towards 
something better.  Then not only kind but I am going to be kind and 
caring, kind and helpful, kind and gentle, kind and charitable, kind and 
noble.  I keep on moving until a time will come then I (can) say that I 
am going to be selflessly kind - Bodhicitta.” 
 
In elaborating the meaning of compassion, Mr. Lim imagined a “progressive 
path” towards “selfless kindness” or “Bodhicitta” which can be understood as an 
“unconditional”, “no strings attached” and/or “without expecting anything in return” 
type of kindness.  More importantly, he placed much emphasis on his own will – “I 
can be kind any time I want to be”, expressing belief in a moral worldview that 
privileges individual free will, as it pertains to the exercise of compassion in the 
pursuit of sacrificial Bodhisattva-hood.  During one of our conversations, I asked Mr. 
Lim how he knows whether he is successful in his spiritual-moral endeavor of 
Bodhisattva-hood, of realizing compassion and attaining “Bodhicitta” to which he 
replied with some bemusement and enigma, “You will always be a joyous person 
even if your life is difficult; joyous because you know many others are happier than 






Wendy Ong: the cancer survivor 
Wendy Ong is a housewife and cancer survivor in her mid-forties. She and her 
husband are regular KYCO followers, and they would always stay behind after the 
Dharma sessions have ended to help out with the DiGi packaging for Sifu’s business.  
They are a quiet couple but Wendy is open about sharing her struggle with cancer.  I 
spoke with Wendy on a few occasions where she talked about her fight with cancer 
and attributed her recovery to her piety in Kuan-yin.  During our initial interactions 
and conversations, I could tell that she is an independent and level-headed person who 
is not usually prone to rhetoric or exaggeration, and I also understood her quiet but 
unwavering commitment and loyalty to Sifu.  Yet I sensed a profound sadness - a 
feeling that she tried to rationalize but did not express openly, over the course of our 
subsequent interactions and conversations.  
Several years earlier, Wendy was diagnosed with nose cancer and had 
struggled with the debilitating medical treatments that ensued.  She was dealt with a 
further blow when her husband was bankrupted and they had two young school-going 
children to provide for at the same time.  Wendy spoke about her ordeal stoically:  
 “When the doctor told me this bad news, I was surprisingly calm and 
asked him the sort of treatment I would need to take.  The doctor then 
stood up, held my hand and congratulated me! I could not understand 
his sudden act and I asked “What is there to be congratulated when I’m 
faced with nose cancer?”  He replied, “Many people when they hear 
that they are diagnosed with nose cancer they will feel that it is the end 
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of the world and would wallow in sorrow.  Some would scream, some 
would cry and some would ask: “why me?”  But you were so calm and 
strong.  I believe you will definitely conquer your cancer and hence I 
congratulated you.”…” 
 
I asked if she felt sad during that time and how she had coped.  Wendy 
replied: 
 “Would the cancerous cells leave me if I cry and scream? Those cells 
would only spread faster once I’m sad so I have no choice but to face it 
bravely.  It would be deceiving to say that I was not grief-stricken 
when I was told the news.  This was especially true since, at that time 
my husband was cheated by his friend in a business venture that left 
him bankrupt with a huge debt.  He had started from scratch in 
business and became a young millionaire only to become a bankrupt.  
The pain in my heart was simply inexpressible.  How could I not be 
deeply grieved…my aunt even reprimanded me for praying to Kuan-
yin and chanting mantras since this had only made matters worse in her 
eyes.  I dared not answer back but only swallowed my words and tears.  
I did not blame anyone or anything for what had happened.  I just 
accepted that the karma of my past lives has ripened.  I could only pray 
that I can only manage to bear the challenges that I am facing…many 
times I have wanted to end this miserable life.  However, when I sat 
and calmed down, I felt that committing suicide was nothing less than 
escaping from facing my life’s responsibilities.  Could problems be 
solved by my death? My children were still young and my mother 
needed someone to look after her.  What’s more I had the love of my 
husband.  How could I have the heart to abandon them? Thus I made 
up my mind to continue living my life courageously.  I refused to 
fall…” 
 
Wendy described Sifu’s teachings as the main source of her resolve, she said, 
“Honestly speaking, if it was not for (listening to) Sifu’s teachings, these 
overwhelming pressures and karmic fruition would have driven me crazy…”.  
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Through Sifu’s teachings, Wendy expressed that she has come to understand, accept 
and bear with those unfortunate turns in her life. 
By coming to terms with her circumstances, Wendy saw herself as becoming a 
stronger and better person; it justified the belief that her empathy for others who are 
suffering, had come from her own resolve.  It has compelled her to intervene in their 
lives in order to bring hope and strength to their lives.  Helping others through simple 
gestures such as offering a word of kindness and encouragement etc. has become a 
part of Wendy’s personality.  Thus she maintains a caring disposition in social 
interactions and portrays a gentle but melancholic demeanor.  While doing 
chemotherapy treatment in hospital, Wendy revealed that she would encourage the 
other cancer patients around her – regardless of their age, gender or race, to be strong.  
“I told them no matter what religion they chose to put their faith in, they must hold on 
to it, as only their hearts could take refuge in their faith.  All of them were always 
happy to see me since I was bringing hope to them”, she said.  Wendy disclosed that 
she would enact her role as a Bodhisattva, she said, “While undergoing chemotherapy 
sessions, I would visualize myself taking on the suffering of other people and all 
cancer patients on their behalf; I was willing to bear all the pain.  Visualizing Kuan-
yin blessing me equals to blessing cancer patients in the whole world.”  
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Even though Wendy’s life has been filled with several unfortunate events, her 
view of the world seems to be fairly optimistic, as befits her caring and gentle 
personality.  Her exposure to suffering in her own life has made her realize the frailty 
of the world and she is deeply appreciative of it.  At the same time, she has a high 
estimation of herself as a Bodhisattva to make life in this world more bearable for 
others - Wendy looks to Sifu for guidance on this undertaking.  Her loyalty to Sifu is 
unquestionable and she strives to bring others along in that commitment.  She makes 
loyalty and commitment a critical part of her spiritual life; she also sees personal 
growth and helping others as inseparable functions of her spiritual practice.  In this 
respect, Wendy said firmly: 
 “I will always trust Sifu’s teachings to let go of attachments, give 
generously and selflessly with a compassionate and caring heart to help 
other people overcome their suffering.  I shall always cherish very 
dearly, every second of my life, for as long as I shall live.  I will use it 
to help more people, to give more selflessly, and to bring more 
happiness to everyone.  I will not hold any grudge against those who 
have hurt me but will instead thank them profusely as they have helped 
me to develop a greater understanding of the Dharma.” 
 
Although unimposing and sympathetic, Wendy’s relationship with people is 
also detached. Thus with Wendy, I have not been able to establish a deeper and more 
meaningful friendship like those with Swee Kiat and Lim Kuan Meng.  But as the 
profiles of these three followers show, becoming Bodhisattvas have much to do with 
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the different circumstances of their lives in which they establish a practice of 
concretizing the abstract, of realizing human destiny, of illuminating dimensions and 
possibilities of human interiority.  These tasks involve their minds, spirits and bodies; 
they make real the elusive goal of Bodhisattva-hood and turn those stories that they 
tell about themselves, into everyday action.  Bodhisattva-hood becomes lived through 
their actions, words, thoughts, emotions and intentions; it is also cultivated, developed 
and/or actualized via a regime of practices. 
 
Conclusion 
The three profiles presented in this chapter are portraits reflecting the complex 
embodiment of virtue, ambiguity, anxiety, aspiration and exercise of the will, which 
have come to characterize KYCO as a community of spiritual practitioners.  These 
individuals are significant because of the qualities they are seen to possess and the 
practical sense of acting in and upon the world that galvanize and empower them 
towards a moral cause.  What I have attempted to show in this chapter are the various 
ways and circumstances in which people have come to understand their subjective 
experiences and responses, that is through a paradigm of becoming Bodhisattvas 
which leads spiritual actors, aspirants etc. into territories of the self and bases of 
knowledge, traditions and practices.  
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The following chapter seeks to examine in greater detail how some of these 
moral aspirations that have been imbued by spiritual aspirants and followers 
themselves, are acquired through “self-cultivation” practices.  I argue that practices 
such as praying, singing, chanting, contemplation (or meditation) and listening to 
Dharma lectures, often thought of as asocial activities have an important social 
dimension, and that this profoundly shapes people’s experiences as well as their 














Chapter 5 Self-Cultivation: praying, singing, chanting, listening, writing & 
contemplating 
“We are not a Zen training centre,” declared Mr. Lim Kuan Meng as we were 
spring-cleaning the premise of KYCO for an upcoming Kuan-yin festival in October 
2008.  Other KYCO volunteers were mopping the floor, dusting the cabinets, setting-
up furniture etc. in preparation for the festival to be held during the next two days.  
The atmosphere was relaxed and everyone seemed to be putting in their best to the 
tasks in front of them.  I tried to keep up with the enthusiasm.  “What we are trying to 
do here at KYCO is to learn how to contemplate; we are here to learn how to think 
deeply and single-mindedly.  This practice is of devotion and prayers, and this is a 
place to learn to practice kindness, tenderness, loving kindness and so forth”, said Mr. 
Lim, his words conveying determination and effort that reflected a sense that 
whatever they are doing and striving for – whether laboring in chores and/or spiritual 
practice of contemplation, are difficult but worthy aspirations.  The central emphasis 
as Mr. Lim reminded me, is the practice and value of compassion – empathetic 
suffering with those who suffer, leading to benevolent action.  Compassion is 
understood to be unconditional regardless of conditions and expectations, and people 
are expected to act on their sense of compassion with a desire to do so with grace and 
selflessness, with “no strings attached” and without expectation of anything in return.  
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It is best demonstrated through intended acts of charitable giving, defined by the 
exemplary standards and expectations of the Bodhisattva.  Generally speaking, there 
is no disagreement about what everyone is supposed to be striving for and there seems 
to be a perceptible agreement about how it is to be done.  
“How do we make compassion real, rather than it just being a good idea and 
an ideal?” I asked Mr. Lim.  He highlighted that KYCO has organized visits and 
raised funds for several charity institutions including the non-denominational 
orphanage ran by Mother Mangalam of Pure Life Society.  I tend to see these 
activities as “one-off” events that did not require any real relational commitments 
towards the larger community.  “Is there a context for it?” I probed, wondering if 
these charity projects would provide insights into an understanding of community 
needs and the means of addressing or providing for those needs.  Perhaps sensing my 
skepticism and not in any sense of trying to evade my question, Mr. Lim explained 
empathetically that “real charity” comes from “self-cultivation” which develops 
“skills, wisdom and compassion”.  He said, “Without skills, you can tell a joke at the 
wrong time; without wisdom and compassion, you contribute to charity wrongly”.   
The idea that it is possible and desirable for people to attain or acquire certain 
qualities, and transform themselves into a superior form of being through self-
cultivation has been present in Chinese religious, philosophical and medical 
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traditions.  Self-cultivation, generally understood to be a set of mental and/or physical 
routines is undertaken as an individual practice or in groups, and varieties of self-
cultivation are found in Buddhist, Taoist as well as Confucian traditions; in traditional 
Chinese medical teachings; “bio-spiritual” practice of “qigong” and Chinese martial 
arts.  All these different traditions and practices of self-cultivation share in the 
common idea that humans can attain a stage of perfection (in whatever ways the 
traditions dictate or determine what that perfection is), and that there are particular 
activities that can induce the attainment and/or transformation.   
Mr. Lim’s invocation and understanding of self-cultivation is situated within a 
historical continuum that first occurred in the Taoist tradition of “Inward Training” 
from the mid-fourth century BCE which involved control of the breath, body postures 
and positions (Penny 2012: 153).  Later Taoist texts also included references to self-
cultivation terminology and techniques, which culminated into systems of practice 
including breathing controls, mental visualizations, special diets, sexual regimes, 
moral behavior, physical exercise and inner alchemy that seek to transform ordinary 
beings into immortals.  In the Confucian tradition, cultivation is situated in the realm 
of morality where a ruler’s virtue acted as his guarantor of visceral power, which 
resided and accrued within the ruler.  Hence, his right to rule was tied to the 
protection of his virtue that led to the regulation and codification of behavior as well 
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as relationship with heaven and with people.  Therefore the generalized principles of 
behavior that eventually constituted Confucius teachings have come to place great 
emphasis on self-cultivation, which was considered to be vital for the monarch and 
valuable for the common people.  In Chinese Buddhism, Buddhist monks and 
teachers take up positions as “practitioners”, many of whom were renowned as 
scholars in their own traditions.  Some of the most prominent contemporary 
practitioners included the Pure Land master Yinguang (1861-1940), the Vinaya 
master Hongyi (1880-1942), Zen teachers such as Yekai (1852-1922), Jing'an (1851-
1913), Yuanying (1878-1953), Laiguo (1881-1953) and Xuyun (1840-1959), and 
Tendai master Dixian (1858-1932) and his disciple Tanxu (1875-1963) (Birnbaum 
2003:433).  These practitioners commanded tremendous respect within the lay and 
monastic communities in China.  A few of them such as Xingyun (b.1927), Jingkong 
(b.1927), Miaojing (b.1930) and Xuanhua (1918-1995) migrated overseas to Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Philippines as well as America, where 
they established their own practice and following.  Practitioners were distinguished by 
the emphasis on specific practices such as the “focused concentration on the Buddha” 
(via chanting, praying and singing) in the Pure Land tradition, while students and 
disciples of the Zen tradition take on the practice of internal investigation through 
vigilant concentration on key phrases or questioning.  Many of them were text-literal: 
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they studied Buddhist scriptures extensively to look for fundamentals; constructed a 
world of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and celestial benefactors; advocated devotional 
aspects of the Buddhist life and seek to withdraw from the worldly life rather than 
engage in it.  Textual studies promoted intellectual and spiritual development where 
masters conducted lecture series on Buddhist scriptures and were invited to teach all 
over the country.  Clerics and scholars would gather at these lectures to listen and 
study with some of these masters.  “Sealed retreats” or solitary retreats - a formal, 
contractual procedure for a set period of three months to three years carried out in a 
special hut or chamber within a monastic compound, or in a cave or small building far 
from inhabitation to carry out concentrated and focused practice, became a special 
practice that conferred honor, prestige and respect.  
Self-cultivation became increasingly popular during the early twentieth 
century through Chinese redemptive cults such as the Morality Society, Yiguandao, 
Red Swastika etc.  Redemptive cults sought to distill the “truths” from Taoism, 
Buddhism and Confucianism, and synthesize these religious as well as moral visions 
with a scientific view of the world.  These cults advocated the development of a 
strong “inner” spiritual dimension through “moral religious cultivation of the 
individual spirit and body” (Duara 2003:105) to match an “outer” dimension of 
engaging in “this worldly” affairs through philanthropic enterprises and public works.   
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The principle of combining the “inner sage” (neisheng) through self-
cultivation practices to “recover” one’s “true nature” and to “realize” the “truth of the 
universe” with the “practical good deeds of the “outer king” (waiwang)” (ibid:108) 
formed the premise for a “new conception of civilization” of the twentieth century.  It 
was a “cognitive and affective map” that linked the individual directly to the universe 
through practices ranging from doing charity, moral and spiritual introspection, 
making vows of abstinences and other codes of moral/ethical conduct and 
comportment that were regarded as part of the regime of self-cultivation.  Such 
practices were both a means of self-empowerment and a way to “save the world”.   
The notion of “neisheng-waiwang” finds its strongest expression in Xiong Xiling – 
the one-time Prime Minister of the Chinese republic during the 1920s’ who 
“assimilated religious ideals to civilizational greatness” (ibid:110) by invoking “the 
importance of religion in the cultural lives and morality of the people, and attributes 
to it the fundamental superiority of national morality to that of the West” (ibid:109).  
Likewise Wang Fengyi (1864-1937) of the Morality Society syncretized elements of 
Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism into a practice of the inner-self – a simulacrum 
of bonding the self and the universe (virtuality) with the actuality of life-world 




Situated in this tradition of self-cultivation practice, and following the 
footsteps of Buddhist masters as well as redemptive cult leaders who have attained 
wisdom and prestige through self-cultivation practices, KYCO followers aspire 
towards Bodhisattva-hood in their own practice that focuses on the moral life which 
entails questions about “correct” actions and modes of thinking and feeling.  By 
casting themselves as practitioners of self-cultivation, they seek to come to terms with 
the demands, commitments as well as pains of the spiritual life, and attempt to avoid 
the guilt, self-consciousness as well as contrition of will power, in order to become 
Bodhisattvas who would be gentle, caring, humble and faithful devotees of Kuan-yin, 
endowed with skills, wisdom and compassion.  They cross a threshold to attain the 
status of a cultivator of the Bodhisattva path; they accept Sifu’s teachings with 
humility and respect, and they live according to a set of moral principles and 
aspirations.  Their entire lives are meant to change fundamentally, as a new path – a 
path that leads to Bodhisattva-hood is laid out before them. 
 
Cultivation as a self-disciplined practice 
Here, I find Talal Asad’s study of Christian monastic disciplines to be 
instructive.  In “Genealogies” (1993), Asad explores Christian programs as “practices 
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aimed at the construction of religious subjects” (van der Veer 1995: 368)17.  For 
example, he showed how penance and infliction of pain were not just part of the 
clergy’s search for religious truth, these practices were crucial in forging and 
constructing the Christian virtues of humility, faith and obedience.  He argues that 
monastic subjects were not so much “forced” into submission or obedience as they 
were “willed” into it as a truth.  He also suggests that these monastic “technologies of 
the self” were then popularized through the ecclesiastical as well as judicial 
institutions.  Asad’s critical work on medieval Christian concepts of morality 
demonstrates how Christian morality was learned, embodied and institutionalized: 
Christian virtues were learned through the narratives of "saintly exemplars" and 
embodied via various disciplinary programs including the practices of penance and 
cultivation of humility.  It is the management rather than the repression of “sensuous 
emotions into socially authorized dispositions” (Hefner 1994: 478) that constituted 
the subjects’ virtues and their moral dispositions.  These medieval disciplinary 
programs engendered a “form of moral subjectivation” in which monastic disciples 
enacted ways of conducting themselves as a moral subject of their own actions.  The 
implication that moral subjectivity is shaped through a process of disciplined 
indoctrination raises the question not so much of how it is that “pious people” as a 
                                       
17 By seeing the connection between “pain” and “objectivized truth”, Asad sets up his argument for 
modernity as a secularized Christian project that links “punishment” with the truth about “progress”, 
engendering a socio-historical and ethnographic analysis of moral agency and spirituality. 
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social collective of “believers”, “spiritualists”, “disciples”, “devotees”, “followers” 
etc. become agents of spiritual or religious traditions, but in acting with spiritual and 
moral intentions and aspirations of their own18; it is less about discipline than self-
discipline in a way that followers come to recognize themselves as participants in a 
project of inherent goodness. 
In this chapter as well as the next, I seek to describe and analyze the KYCO 
practices of praying, chanting, singing, listening to Sifu’s Dharma lectures, writing 
and contemplation as a form of self-cultivation, in the context of the Dharma session.  
These activities are purported to produce – physically and spiritually, a sense of awe 
and worshipfulness, and engage people in a meaning-filled, deeply felt spiritual 
experience through their thoughts, emotions, senses and spirits.  I ask what is 
achieved by undertaking these activities and what changes are effected.  I seek to 
illustrate how these activities empower or enable people to act with spiritual and 
moral intentions of their own through a deeply seated transformation in perception 
and disposition amongst practitioners who have come to recognize their experiences 
as sacred, valuable and moral.  
                                       
18 Asad’s ambivalence about agency - referring to people as “agents in their own history” who are also 
to some extent “patients in a history that happens to them” (van der Veer 1995: 366), is useful in 
understanding the relationship between moral agency and spirituality or religiosity: it can be suggested 
that moral agency and spirituality are constituted inter-subjectively through shared words and actions, 
and realized through relationships established along social networks of human interaction.  
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Sifu, for example, spoke of a profound experience that comes with reverence, 
devotion and gratitude: when he offers a prayer, the world around him disappears and 
he is “in a world of his own”.  He said, “That was the experience…in the early year of 
1979; I knew nothing about Kuan-yin.  But when I offered the incense, that moment 
of kneeling down, for just maybe 30 seconds, I went into a world, oblivious of where 
I was, I entered into a blue world, a serene world…”.  Sifu’s account shares in the 
experience articulated by highly accomplished spiritualists, Buddhist and Taoist sages 
for whom meditation, self-cultivation and their profound experiences have been 
crucial for the propagation and development of religious identities as well as 
establishment of religious authority (Cook 2010).  
 
The Dharma session 
I joined Swee Kiat, Mr. Lim and others for almost every Dharma session 
throughout my fieldwork.  After a few weeks, almost everyone knew I was a post-
graduate student from Singapore doing research on Kuan-yin devotion and began 
showering me with hospitality.  They would “reserve” a seat for me – prayer mats laid 
on the marbled floor of the KYCO prayer hall, in close proximity to Sifu and his 
group of disciples so that I could experience for myself, the power of the Dharma 
session.  For my friends Swee Kiat, Mr. Lim and several other followers, the Dharma 
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sessions are important because of the purported benefits as well as the effective and 
affective claims for those who are serious about it.  To me, I was more apprehensive 
and skeptical: I was reading rather than chanting and singing scriptures, hearing rather 
than listening, thinking rather than praying, and observing more than participating.  
For them, they could feel the powerful sweep of emotions, thoughts and sensations 
while chanting, singing and praying throughout the Dharma session, which translate 
into a strong sense of energy, vigor and conviction.  These experiences tend to 
reinforce their sense of compassion and virtue, and intensify their desire for 
Bodhisattva-hood. 
The Dharma session is held on Tuesday and Thursday evenings.  It begins like 
clockwork at 7pm and ends at 9:30pm.  People usually come with their spouses, 
relatives or friends, and parents would occasionally bring along their teenage children.  
There are no fees or payment although sometimes calls for donation in support of 
various projects are made at the end of the session.  People do contribute and these 
contributions are believed to accrue karmic merit.  The Dharma session includes 
praying, singing and chanting that revolves around Sifu’s Dharma lecture, which is 
considered to be the main highlight. 
On most evenings, several women followers would be busy with chores in the 
kitchen washing, cleaning, preparing beverages and/or cooking meals while the men 
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usually sit around at the dining table to chitchat; on cooler evenings the men would 
hang out at the courtyard to enjoy their coffee and cigarettes.  The atmosphere is 
casual and relaxed like a neighborhood gathering.  Most people would begin to stream 
in fifteen to thirty minutes before the start of the Dharma session.  They remove their 
footwear at the door and proceed reverently into the main hall, settling down quietly 
onto the neat rows of prayer mats that have been laid-out beforehand.  By seven 
o’clock in the evening everyone would be seated on the prayer mats, the mood turns 
somber and people take out their notebooks and voice recorders.  A serious stillness 
hangs in the air as everyone waits for Sifu to begin the Dharma session.  Sifu sits on a 
low dais propped-up by a cushion facing his audience, and behind his back is a floor-
to-ceiling altar that stretches from one end of hallway to the other that is filled with a 
dizzying pantheon of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and Buddhist saints.  Sifu falls into a 
practiced routine: he taps on the wireless microphone, reaches for his porcelain cup, 
takes a quick sip and clears his throat.  Then he raises his wooden mallet to make 
three deft and unhurried strikes against a brass bowl that emits a deep resounding 
timbre to signal the start of the Dharma session. 
The Dharma session is highly organized and has a clear structure to it.  The 
well-orchestrated proceedings follow a basic configuration: 
1. Sounding of the brass bowl 
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2. Opening Prayer 
3. Chanting of mantras and singing of hymns 
4. Prayers 
5. Sifu’s Dharma lecture 
6. Prayers 
7. Singing of hymns 
8. Final prayer 
As a context, the Dharma session ritualizes the “moral life” as well as the 
“moral person” by constituting its “own space and time…oriented in terms of its own 
means-end schema…simultaneously its own objective and the method for achieving 
it” (Kapferer 1997: 179).  It compresses the social and creates its own space-time not 
radically distinct or separate from ordinary lived time-space, where it works as an 
attempt to set and re-set the conditions of change in the ordinary life-world.  It is a 
“simulacrum” – not as a copy of reality or ordinary life-world but “a reality complete 
unto itself and with no reference other than itself” (ibid: 180) in which the regime of 
self-cultivation is situated and from where it speaks to the world.  Hence, the Dharma 
session is not a representation of meanings as a “model for” or “model of” the world.  
Instead, it facilitates and informs the production process or mechanism for producing 
179 
 
(rather than being dissolved into) a life-world, and “brings forth” the moral life as 
well as the moral subject. 
 
Sounding of the brass bowl 
The Dharma session begins with the sounding of the brass bowl; at each sound 
of the bowl struck three times in slow, successive motions we clasp our palms 
together and make three deep reverential bows in the direction of Sifu, to the deities 
on the altar at the head of the prayer hall.  The sounding of the brass bowl signals the 
start of the session.  According to devotees the resonance of the brass bowl has a 
“calming” effect that purports to “free” people from their worries and anxieties.  The 
significance of the brass bowl is explained to me in the following manner: 
“The sounding of the brass bowl has some meanings which you can 
easily grasp if you are a regular participant here.  You should make 
your three bows to indicate your being ready to begin with your 
prayers, after which you should make your dedications to those whom 
you are praying for, for that particular day.  Free your mind of thoughts 
from then onwards and dwell upon the arising and ending of the sound 
of the gong; this should keep your mind in awareness…each time the 
bowl is sounded you should either be free of thoughts or tuned to the 
arising and disappearance of the sound which means that your 
concentration is one-pointed and undisturbed” (“Prayers at KYCO”, 
p4). 
This initial instruction sets the Dharma session as a ritual activity that 
culminates in the embodiment of certain virtues and dispositions of compassion.  As it 
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shall be shown, the Dharma session is an integral part of a larger moral project of 
making as well as becoming the Bodhisattva.  
 
Opening Prayer 
The opening prayer entitled “Incense Offering” is an evocative and 
melancholic song.  It is sang in Mandarin and it invokes the divine presence of 
Bodhisattvas and Buddhas: 
“The censer’s incense is now lit, perfuming the Dharma Realm. 
The ocean-wide host of Bodhisattvas 
Inhales it from afar. 
Auspicious are the clouds that gather 
As we now request, with hearts sincere and earnest that 
All Buddhas manifest. 
Homage to the Enlightened Being, cloud canopy of fragrance, 
Bodhisattva, Mahasattva, Mahasattva.” 
The prayer casts its supplicants as sincere petitioners (the theme of sincerity 
comes up repeatedly in subsequent prayers and hymns as well).  By invoking 
sincerity, it predisposes a reverent and “prayerful” attitude.  Prayer is intended to 
purify the heart and imbue it with bliss and resolution.  In so doing, it sets the mood, 






Chanting and Singing 
After the opening prayer, the congregation makes an unbroken transition into 
the chanting of the “Great Compassion Mantra”.  The “Great Compassion Mantra” is 
a popular Mahayana Buddhist chant derived from the Chinese Tripitaka and is 
synonymous with Kuan-yin.  It is recited in Sanskrit that has been double 
transliterated first in Chinese and then in English, and it is mainly chanted to invoke 
protection and purification. 
The Great Compassion Mantra can be traced to a set of twelve scrolls called 
the “Nilaka Lokesvara” text that was translated into Chinese during the seventh to 
eighth century and again during the fourteenth century.  The version recited by the 
KYCO congregation, which is also the most popular form today was translated by a 
monk called Amoghavajra (705-774 CE).  Amoghavajra was of Indian-Central 
Asiatic descent and is recognized by Buddhist literary scholars as the most prolific 
translator of Buddhist texts into Chinese.  Amoghavajra and his associates went on a 
pilgrimage to Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia and India after 741 CE when foreign monks 
were expelled from China during the reign of Tang dynasty Emperor Xuanzhong (712 
- 756CE).  Returning to China in 746 C.E., Amoghavajra acquired much imperial 
favor for his ritual expertise in purification and protection to avert disasters.  The 
monk’s rendition of the Prajnaparamita sutra which was recited in an elaborate ritual, 
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was believed to have repelled a two-hundred thousand strong Tibetan and Uyghur 
army headed for the capital Chang’an when Pugu Huaien the leader of the invading 
force suddenly fell dead in camp. 
Recitation of the Great Compassion Mantra is no easy task – it is fast-paced 
but rhythmic, and the Sanskrit words bear no real meaning for its practitioners.  The 
meaningfulness of the sutra lies not in a textual appreciation and understanding (of the 
text) but in the act of its recitation that resonates with the ritualistic and efficacious 
aspects of its eighth century predecessors.  Followers apply themselves seriously into 
the correct recitation of the sutra; many have even committed the long sixty-three-
stanza sutra to memory and could chant it effortlessly by heart.  Sanskrit - the 
language of Buddhist scriptures induces particular experiential and phenomenological 
effects in its supplicants, especially the spontaneous experiences of “mudras” as we 
shall see in later sections.  The chanting and singing of Sanskrit sutras, mantras and 
hymns are intended to be heard but not necessarily to be understood.  Upon hearing 
the sutras, mantras and hymns, one is believed to receive the blessings and protection 
of the chants.  Whether or not one understands the words being chanted or sang does 
not affect the efficacy or the effects that these chants produce.  It is believed that the 
sutras and mantras contain power, and that the devotee may not understand them does 
not make them irrelevant.  Thus, it is the “sound value” rather than any expository 
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meaning that has significance for sutras and mantras.  Scholars have shown that the 
uses of Sanskrit and/or Pali in rituals are not intended for linguistic communication, 
and are distinguished from ordinary languages by their efficacious property.  This is 
evidenced in the physical and psychological effects of their uses such as experiencing 
“mudras” while chanting the Great Compassion Sutra.  In this case, the devotee does 
not need to understand the chanted words of the sutra in order to experience the 
subliminal sensation and ecstasy of mudras: the sound of the sutra has direct and 
unmediated effects as a phenomenological transformation of the physical as well as 
emotional state upon those who chant it and hear it.   
The dispositions of bliss, compassion etc. invoked through chanting and 
singing are understood by its supplicants as a moral condition and experienced as a 
cultivation of percept rather than understanding of concept.  Chanting and singing 
thus function as techniques of memory and articulation that enhance and construct 
“somatic, phenomenological and perspectival capacity to ‘know’…” (Cook 2010: 
102).   The chanting and singing of sutras and mantras could be understood as a 
construction of innate human capacities through which supplicants come to perceive 
spiritual and/or religious truths in their bodies, senses and emotions.  
Sanskrit is first used in the Indian Sastra texts that “provide practical 
instruction for the attainment of fabulous power” where power lies in the spoken word 
184 
 
transmitted from teacher to pupil through oral repetition and exact reproduction of the 
correct sounds.  In the Sastra tradition, the “precise reproduction of the correct 
phonetic sounds is of more importance than the retention of the meaning of the 
sounds” (Cook 2010: 98).  The correct or accurate vocalization of these Sanskrit 
words is fundamental because it manifests power: 
“Textual knowledge is bound up with the transformative power of the words, 
the metaphysical truth that their oral transmission reveals, and the 
downplaying of individual innovation.  Authentic knowledge is to be found 
within them, and is to be recovered from them, rather than discovered…The 
Sastra texts must be faithfully reproduced, rather than innovated and changed.  
This is closely bound up with hierarchy because only those with the authority 
to do so may transmit and interpret the texts.  The connection that the guru 
creates with the past in this way affirms his authority and discounts any 
skepticism about his teaching” (ibid: 99). 
The chanting of the sutra engenders profound effects on its supplicants.  It is 
not uncommon to see several people begin to gesticulate their arms uncontrollably in 
various ways.  During one of the sessions, I made a close observation of Amy who is 
a regular follower.  Much of Amy’s hectic days revolved around her job as a secretary 
at a law firm, looking after her household and caring for her teenage son.  She has an 
energetic buzz that is infectious and is generally an outgoing kind of person.  Amy 
usually sits in front during the Dharma session and has the most dramatic 
gesticulation.  Shortly after the opening prayer, the congregation begins chanting the 
Great Compassion Mantra.  As if on cue, Amy would fall into a trance-like state.  She 
would start to twirl her hands and gesticulate the “Gyan mudra”(a gesture where the 
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thumb touches the tip of the index finger).  As the pace of the chanting quickens, 
Amy’s hand gesticulations would start to move in tempo.  When the chanting 
intensifies and reaches a peak, her arms would begin to flail; her left hand clutches at 
her chest as she swings her right arm repeatedly over her head; she would then lean 
her upper body forward 180 degrees almost touching the floor as if making a 
reverential bow and repeat this routine several times, oblivious to her surrounding. 
Amy’s gesticulations and movement of her body are what followers call 
“mudras”.  Mudras also arise amongst other people at any time during chanting, 
praying and singing throughout the Dharma session.  Followers perform different 
mudras, incorporate different styles, routines and generally do their own thing such as 
another follower who would sit quietly in trance and gesticulate the “Rudra mudra”: 
he does not sway, move his body or flail his arms.  They could get in and out of the 
trance-like state any time.  These are highly individualized, uncoordinated and 
spontaneous actions; there is no pre-determined or exact moment during the Dharma 
session that mudras arise. 
“It is beyond my control.  The mudras just came suddenly at my first prayer 
session!” exclaimed Amy who recounted her experience that first began more than 10 
years ago.  “It felt like an energy coursing through my arms”, she said in vivid 
recollection of the incident as if it occurred just a few moments ago. She explained 
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further, “It is as though my senses have all been blocked out yet I am still acutely 
aware and alert at the same time.  The feeling is indescribable”.  According to Amy, 
the experience of mudras is followed by a profound sense of calm, bliss and 
resolution.  Other people also describe similar mudra experiences including the 
feeling of electricity-like currents running through their hands; tingling sensations in 
their bodies; uncontrollable movements; flashes of different colors and light when 
their eyes were closed; deep and rhythmic breathing etc.  A few people I spoke to 
have never had mudras before and this was an important issue for them because the 
mudra experience affirms those who take their involvement as followers seriously and 
sincerely, amongst other things.  Yet mudras cannot be willed or intended, it has to 
occur spontaneously.  This spiritual phenomenon of unwilled or unintended yet 
spontaneous mental and physical states could be interpreted or understood through the 
Theravada Buddhist meditative attainment or experience called “phalasampatti” 
which is: 
 “…to lose consciousness for a given period of time, much like a 
blackout in which one has no consciousness of phenomena from the 
six external sense bases.  Arising from this state one feels an acute 
sense of clarity and alertness.  It is said that one’s consciousness has 
deepened and attachment to conventional truth has been reduced.  The 
experience…is explicitly linked to the experience of the first and 




“Phalasampatti” is a condition where the practitioner unwittingly asks for that 
which is not willed, of losing consciousness and going into a mental as well as 
physical state of deep absorption.  The condition is explicitly linked to the process of 
Buddhist enlightenment.  Literally speaking, it is counter-productive to strive for 
phalasampatti or the mudra experience.  Like phalasampatti, it is the spontaneity of 
the mudra experience that defines what it means to be spiritual for many at KYCO.  
The spontaneity of the experience is critical because it highlights the fact that the 
spiritual adept no longer exercises her will although it is through willed discipline and 
effort that spontaneity is achieved.  It is an achievement of a strong emotional state 
that corresponds to what the supplicant is encouraged to experience by doctrine, or 
Sifu.  Amy’s description about her experience of mudras affirms Sifu’s explanation 
that is adapted from traditional Indian “Charkra” physiology with the idea that mudras 
is a form of “energy flows" in the body.  Sifu explains: “Mudras bear meanings and 
have the ways of helping us to change internally because Mudra is about inner energy.  
Inner energies will be within us all the time, some are dormant, some are active.  
Mantras awaken them and Mudras move them…”.  The mudras experience not only 
validates the supplicant’s faith in the practice and her compatibility with that practice, 
it also signifies for Amy and her compatriots, the profound and transformative effects 
of what they are doing.  For those who have not been able to experience mudra in 
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spite of conscientious efforts in praying, singing, chanting and attending Sifu’s 
lecture, they have come to recognize their “karmic deficit” and the demoralizing 
possibility that they are perhaps less spiritually and morally endowed than others. 
The chanting is followed by hymns singing which anyone can join-in with 
relative ease.   The tunes are melancholic and gentle, and the lyrics comprise of 
repetitive lines of mantra that are sung in Sanskrit.  Several of these hymns were 
purportedly composed by Sifu during moments of deep contemplation. The singing of 
hymns belong to a genre of devotional music called “Kuan-yin ching” usually sung by 
women pilgrims who arrived to pray at the pilgrimage site of Mt. Pu’tuo in Zhejiang, 
China since the tenth century (Yu 2001: 505).  
Singing is an important aspect of KYCO:  a concert of hymns cum charity 
dinner was held on the 7th October 2006 to commemorate KYCO’s twenty-seventh 
anniversary.  Volunteers formed the choir and it took seven months of dedicated 
training and preparation to put up the concert that was attended by over 900 people.  
Several followers fondly remembered the concert as a deeply moving event that had 
many people in tears.  A compact-disc album entitled “Chenrezig: and other 
meditative hymns of the Kuan Yin Contemplative Order” was produced.  The album 
comprises of twelve ten-minutes tracks of soothing melodies rendered in voice, piano 
and violin performed by KYCO followers.  Each track, for example “Praise to Light 
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Bestowing Kuan Yin” has only eight lines of lyrics that repeat themselves over and 
over again: 
“Praise to the compassionate Kuan-shi-yin, 
Oh Namo Padme Hom. 
Savior of suffering and disaster Kuan-shi-yin, 
Oh Namo Padme Hom. 
Namo Padme Hom. 
Oh Namo Padme Hom. 
Kuan-shi-yin bodhisattva, 
Oh Namo Padme Hom” 
 
Most of the lyrics are a recitation of “Kuan-yin” or “Kuan-shi-yin” and a six-
syallable Sanskrit mantra “Om Mani Padme Hum”.  Followers believe that the 
chanting and singing of sutras and mantras have powerful and efficacious effects.  
They “cite” the Lotus Sutra, an important Buddhist text, to support the claim that 
anyone who calls upon Kuan-yin will be delivered instantly from all his sufferings; to 
call for Kuan-yin’s help one only needs to chant continuously “Namo Ta-pei Kuan 
Shi Yin Pusa” or “Om Mani Padme Hum”.  They claim that the power of chanting or 
singing sutra and mantra is inconceivable especially if one faces grave problems.   It 
is also claimed that chanting and/or singing of sutras and mantras are particularly 
useful for people who “have a lot of desires” for wealth, status, sex, food and other 
mundane things; constant chanting and singing will cause these desires to “melt 
away” and bring about a state of happiness and bliss.  
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Through regular Dharma sessions during which a series of Sanskrit words are 
chanted, hymned and performed upon, followers and/or practitioners pursue certain 
sensations, feelings and experiences of ecstasy and bliss that inhere in these utterances 
and activities.  The opening prayer, chanting of sutras and mantras, singing of hymns 
that lead to the experience of mudras prepare the follower-practitioner by setting up 
his perceptive and emotive capacities for Sifu’s Dharma lectures.  Sifu’s twice weekly 
Dharma lectures are an essential part of the Dharma session and highly regarded as a 
kind of “learning” experience.  In these lectures, the virtues and aspirations of the 
Bodhisattva are articulated as moral ideals and actualized through the critical practice 
of “contemplation” which I will address as a topic by itself in the following chapter. 
 
Listening with the Heart 
During one of our regular coffee-and-toast suppers at “Old Town” café, I 
voiced my increasing frustration about Sifu’s Dharma lectures to Swee Kiat.  It had 
been more than three months into fieldwork and I did not know what or how to make 
of these lectures that seemed so esoteric and didactic to me.  The anxiety increased 
my level of wariness and I felt that it made me even more guarded.  In his kindly and 
patient ways Swee Kiat advised me to “open” my heart and mind.  He said, “Do not 
feel pressurized to understand everything that Sifu is saying.  Just know that the 
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intentions are good, and try to listen with your heart.  Listen with a pure heart and go 
along with your feelings of sincerity and kindness”. 
I looked for other clues to help me such as the KYCO “prayer book”, a small 
booklet printed in English and Chinese: on the front cover of the book there is a 
picture of Kuan-yin standing astride clouds.  She holds a vase in one hand and a sprig 
of willow branch in the other.  The title of the prayer book is called “Buddhist 
Chanting Ritual”. It contains English phonetics of the Sanskrit sutras, mantras and 
hymns; it highlights certain house rules such as the type of offerings to be made i.e. 
flowers, fruit and oil, and provides explanations as well as instructions on what to do, 
what to think and feel during the Dharma session.  The introductory chapter entitled 
“What You Should Do” offers some direction: 
Kuan Shi Yin Worship is practiced here.  Sincere worship is practiced here 
and even though we are only a small and insignificant Order to others and our 
prayers are not quite the same as practiced by other groups, what does it 
matter?  IT IS THE MOTIVATION IN THE PRACTICE THAT COUNTS!  
When you pray and worship Kuan Shih Yin your real purpose is not only to 
seek health, wealth, long life, and happiness for yourself and others…the real 
purpose…is to learn to appreciate the noble qualities of loving-kindness, 
compassion, and wisdom so that you too may begin to practice such great 
virtues…so the ultimate aim of Kuan Shih Yin worship is to apply practice to 
daily living…so that we too may be able to respond to the cries of help of 
others as any bodhisattva would, under any kind of circumstances…the Best 
Prayer comes directly “from your own heart” when it is offered sincerely and 
with full faith, when it is warm, loving, selfless, and dedicated to the well-




From Swee Kiat’s account and the instructions from the prayer book, the 
devotee could come to realize the benefits and actualize the significance of chanting, 
singing, praying and listening to Sifu’s Dharma lectures through the cultivation of a 
pure and sincere heart.  They all point to a form of comprehension or understanding 
that is not necessarily conceptual.  By exhorting that I listen with my heart, Swee Kiat 
suggested that I would be able to perceive the essence of the practice without 
necessarily “understanding” it.  This conception of knowing without understanding is 
played out between distinctions of the heart and mind, wisdom and knowledge where 
the wisdom attained through spiritual practice is distinguished from the kind of 
knowledge acquired through thinking and reasoning.  In other words, knowing is not 
the same as having knowledge.  In order to know, I would first have to learn how to 
listen with my heart. 
Charles Hirschkind’s ethnographic study (2001) on the practice of listening to 
cassette-tape sermons among contemporary Muslims in Egypt is instructive here.  He 
explores how the self-regulated activity of listening enriches and purifies the listener 
by “opening the heart” that endows it with tranquility, restores him to moral health 
and reinforces learning. With repeated and attentive listening, the tapes also lead 
listeners to change their ways.  Hirschkind demonstrates how listening (to cassette-
tape sermons) as a disciplinary practice hones the formation of a “sensorium” that 
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enables religious piety: it is through this mode of disciplinary practice that listeners 
develop their perceptual capacities and sensibilities to become devout Muslims.  
Listening also renders perceptible those models of moral personhood for listeners.  In 
this context, listening is not just a cognitive or auditory activity but requires the 
listener to engage with his other sensory and emotional capacities denoted by the 
heart for example.  
Hirschkind’s argument is useful for thinking about the ways religious or 
spiritual tenets, ideals, aspirations and virtues may be understood and cultivated 
through the development of perceptual capacities (of the heart, empathy, 
responsibility etc. for example), and inculcated through “self-reflexive practices” such 
as contemplation and/or meditation. 
Listening to Sifu’s Dharma lectures is an exercise in self-discipline as 
devotees/ followers/listeners strive to learn how to improve themselves as well as to 
reconstruct their ethical knowledge, emotions and sensibilities.  Followers take Sifu’s 
twice sometimes three times weekly Dharma lectures seriously. Attending the lectures 
constitutes a learning that enriches self-knowledge and purifies the heart.  According 
to Swee Kiat, listening to Sifu’s Dharma lectures has enabled him to feel relaxed and 
helped him to deal with life events better; it has also made him become a better 
person.  It is life changing when followers realize their mistakes and decide to reform 
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their ways and habits.  Many people have been moved by Sifu’s Dharma lectures and 
they understand that paying serious attention is a means by which virtues could be 
embedded into their hearts and minds, enabling them to live more ethically and 
judiciously that helps them to avoid actions that would generate negative karmic 
consequences.  My frustration with the “incomprehensibility” of Sifu’s Dharma 
lectures demonstrate that listening is neither a passive nor mechanical process: simply 
listening to Sifu's Dharma lectures does not necessarily make one a follower or a 
more moral person.  S/he needs to listen with sincerity or conviction, concentration 
and intention.  
The effect of Sifu's Dharma lecture on the heart is evocative - it attempts to 
inspire certain moral responses such as repentance, empathy, humility and 
equanimity.  These are affective dispositions that endow the heart with the capacity to 
think and feel morally.  Sifu's Dharma lectures seek to invoke an emotional 
experience on his audience who reciprocates by "listening properly": during lectures 
they sit with backs straighten, take notes and maintain a serious attitude.  The 
meaningfulness and authority of Sifu's words are linked to the listener’s emotional 
reception where this linkage is established through discipline, training and 
development of a moral sensibility. 
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On the other hand, Sifu's oratory virtuosity is evidenced by his ability to move 
his audience to states of melancholic pity, guilt and purpose.  Some are moved close 
to tears – their eyes redden and they sniff back tears; others weep silently during 
chanting and praying.  While weeping or crying is a powerful expression of emotions 
such as guilt, pity, sorrow etc. and an extraordinary experience of religious ecstasy, it 
is not encouraged.  Once during a Dharma session, a young woman whom nobody 
knew broke into quiet tears that erupted into uncontrollable sobbing.  At which point 
Sifu asked a female follower to escort the weeping woman out of the main hall like a 
parent removing a crying child from the public scene to calm her down.  The scenes I 
observed are similar to ethnographic studies of emotion such as those described by 
Julia Huang (2003, 2009) who has analyzed the phenomenon of “uncontrolled crying” 
amongst members of Tzu Chi, in the context of Taiwanese society and tradition of 
Buddhism.  Huang shows that the experience of tears, which is unscripted and 
spontaneous, is “immediately consonant with – and unconsciously corresponds to – 
the purely religious context, for example, entering a Buddhist hall and uttering a 
Bodhisattva’s name” (Huang 2009: 129-131).  Weeping is an important element in 
other devotional traditions too, for example Hirchskind notes that in Islam, “one of 
the signs that many people take as evidence of a khatb's virtuosity is an ability to 
move an audience to tears. Weeping has an important place within Islamic devotional 
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practices, as a kind of emotional response appropriate for both men and women when, 
with humility, fear, and love, they turn to God.” (Hirschkind 2001: 630). 
Sifu is reticent about such emotional passions.  Emotions is not an ends by 
itself - Sifu aims to ground knowledge in the hearts and bind emotions to appropriate 
comportments in such a way that would lead listeners towards moral action.  
Knowledge linked to emotions and passions must lead to moral transformation.  
Sifu’s rhetorical techniques deployed to effect the desired affective disposition can be 
outlined in three elements: firstly, invocation of human suffering and misery such as 
the 2008 Sichuan earthquake and tsunami, tensions in the restive Southern region of 
Thailand and the conflict in the Middle East to startle people and shake them out of 
their complacency.  Natural calamities as well as socio-political unrests around the 
world provide a rich “eschatological phantasmagoria” to draw upon.  Secondly, 
Dharma lectures edify by reproaching and berating, for example in a lecture on 
“relationship” Sifu chides: 
“That is why if anyone has got no love for his or her parents, that is a 
very, very unfortunate being.  Such beings will have much to answer at 
the end of life and future lifetimes will surely have an unfortunate life 
of being rejected in his childhood because whoever does not repay 
parental love, even the Buddha will not cast His love upon him… So 
you have to think very, very carefully.  If you cannot love your parents, 
you are someone who is worse than an animal… If we ever ill-treat our 
parents, then, according to our Path and most religions, this is one way 




Weaving his lectures into the lived experiences of his audience, Sifu highlights 
the everyday life problems of dealing with setbacks and anxieties over health, 
relationship and work that point towards or would lead to certain solutions and 
resolutions.  The rhetorical method Sifu emphasizes in his lectures often entails a call 
for the practice of self-cultivation and a moral message containing certain worldview, 
attitude and disposition.  In his lectures, Sifu maps out a “moral progression” that 
proceeds from anxiety and fear to shame and guilt, then to repentance, forgiveness, 
empathy and finally compassion.  It attempts to prescribe a set of emotions and 
thinking to be experienced by the listener or practitioner, and seeks to achieve a moral 
state that is founded upon “embodied capacities” of emotion and speech, rather than 
an obedience to rules, tradition, doctrine and belief. 
The success of Sifu’s Dharma lecture is dependent on the listening skill of his 
audience – most of whom are highly educated, middle and upper middle class 
professionals and entrepreneurs.  The cultivation of this listening skill is essential for 
the audience to be moved as well as to derive meanings and insights from the lecture.  
Affirmative reception to the Dharma lecture also culminates into a kinesthetic 
display of mudras which bring an expressive-gestural repertoire to the serious 
atmosphere of the lecture.  Listeners who display mudras during the prayer, chanting 
and singing sessions explain that their actions are “uncontrollable” – just like weeping 
198 
 
(Huang 2009: 124-141), after which the experience leaves people with a sense of 
relief and tranquility.  Followers do not attempt to attribute meanings to mudras and 
they tend to see these gesticulations as unwilled or unscripted and spontaneous.  In 
comparison to Muslim supplicants who have come to learn and perform certain 
gestures during sermons described by Hirschkind, these feats - which are acquired and 
validated, could be seen as a “non self-referential mode of awareness not reducible to 
mental states or symbolic processes” (Hirschkind 2001: 638).  Thus the “correct” 
performance of mudras indexes devotion and the ability to listen with the heart; it also 
points to the distinction from a purely intellectual mode of sensory organization.  
Listening with the heart speaks of a moral and disciplinary practice that aims to mold 
and strengthen resolve.  Like Christian theologians such as Aquinas and Luther who 
asserted that a certain “disposition of the passions” is required to “assess the validity 
of claims for the truth of scripture” (ibid: 639), the invocation and performance of 
mudras endow virtues such as devotion and compassion with an epistemic value that 
transcends rational expression.  
Listening with the heart has less to do with the indoctrination or dissemination 
of rules than the formation of a “practice”; it seeks neither to persuade nor force but to 
arouse feelings so as to impart “perceptual habits” that predispose one towards certain 
action and state of mind.  It is about developing moral outlooks, about learning to 
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interpret, understand and act upon the world as “a space of moral action and the actor 
as a moral being” (Hirschkind 2001: 641). 
Sifu’s Dharma lectures are primarily focused on the cultivation of perceptual 
skills and habits that are fundamentally grounded in a morality rather than a concern 
with tradition, doctrine or discourse.  This is similar to what scholars have argued in 
studies on Islamic and Christian practices - that the conception of what constitutes 
“apt performance” is “not the apparent repetition of an old form” (Asad 1986: 14-15 
in Hirschkind 2001: 641).  The perceptual skills of empathy and the disposition of 
compassion that practitioners seek to cultivate are honed by years of praying, 
chanting, singing, listening with the heart and contemplating.   
 
Dharma Lectures 
The initial opening prayer, chanting of the Great Compassion mantra and 
singing of hymns had enveloped everyone in a reverent mood.  In the air-conditioned 
serene cocoon of the prayer hall where we were sitting on prayer mats cross legged, 
back straightened and with downcast eyes, I could feel my own breathing through my 
nose; the rhythmic rising and falling of my chest and stomach as I inhaled and 
exhaled; the slowing down of my heartbeat and a general sense of peace and calm.  
Sifu spoke deliberately and gently into his microphone to begin the lecture (see 
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Appendix 3).  His tempo was slow and he kept an even tone, coaxing and urging us 
into a state of melancholic introspection.  
In this lecture, Sifu talked about a series of emotions, thoughts and actions that 
he grouped into as the heart, mind and nature.  Sifu then exalted us to look into 
ourselves and to focus on the heart as our main “target” for cultivation where we were 
supposed to conjure up feelings of kindness, empathy etc.  We were not so much 
coerced and threatened with the fear of calamity and/or divine wrath, nor were we as 
much persuaded.  Instead, Sifu authoritatively called upon our sense of morality to 
command us to think, feel, do and learn about a Buddhist/Bodhisattva worldview as 
well as to lead a compassionate way of life.  He announced that compassion is an 
inherent quality of the heart, “Even a murderer is compassionate towards those whom 
he loves – mother, spouse or children”, and he argued how interpersonal relationships, 
habits of mind and personal conduct are all inclined towards compassion.  He 
declared compassion to be the ideal moral state, once the heart has been “purified” of 
selfishness and covetousness.  And the heart, as he had proclaimed several times 
before in his past lectures, is itself the source of compassion.  The idea that one should 
and could become a Bodhisattva is compelling to many devout followers, and the 
effort expanded on “manifesting” this idea is tremendous because it calls upon our 
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willingness to know as well as to discover ourselves; to understand who we really are, 
in order to attain the highest aspiration of Bodhisattva.  
The moral ideals of KYCO are encompassed in the doctrine of “Eighteen 
Virtues”.  The “Eighteen Virtues” are not explicit rules of prohibition and punishment 
but a list of eighteen qualities categorized into properties of the “heart”, “mind” and 
“nature”.  Those virtues are categorized as follows: heart qualities of being “kind”, 
“helpful”, “caring”, “love” etc. address relations with others; mind qualities of 
“honesty”, “sincerity”, “loyalty” etc. are referred generally as habits of the mind, and 
nature qualities of “humility”, “gentleness”, “simplicity” etc. are associated with 
individual personal conduct.  In this heart/mind/nature tri-partition of the “self”, the 
heart is set as the most important target for cultivation.  Based on these qualities, Sifu 
makes didactic and direct instructions about comportment, disposition, attitudes, 
thinking, speech, conduct and action that become formalized as a doctrine, through 
Dharma lectures that he delivers twice weekly.  In these lectures, Sifu attempts to 
demonstrate how it is not just about ethical rules but what one does with these rules in 
order to become a Bodhisattva.   
Here, I examine a Dharma lecture delivered by Sifu entitled “A message on 
life”.  It was 22 November 2008.  During this time, the Hindu-based physical, mental 
and spiritual practice of yoga was announced to be “haram” or forbidden by Islamic 
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law and a national Fatwa (Islamic juristic ruling) banning the exercise was declared in 
Malaysia.  The global economic prospect was bleak following the financial crisis that 
hit the US in September 2008.  There were widespread concerns about how Malaysia 
would be impacted given that the cost of living had risen tremendously and wages 
stagnant over recent years.  Crime remained a big problem with spectacular 
showdowns between armed criminals and the police in the city and other parts of the 
country 19 .  Racial tensions were high with government-backed pro-Malay 
organizations making demands to preserve and sometimes threatening to “take back” 
the rights of non-Malays 20 .  The political stranglehold of the ruling Barisan 
Nasional(BN) was threatened by an opposition takeover led by former Deputy Prime 
Minister Anwar Ibrahim who faced charges alleging sodomy.  There was a sense of 
                                       
19 See for example “Local expert to study crime rate”(The Nutgraph 04 December 2008): “Syed Hamid 
received contributions for Chief Inspector Ang Weay Leong, from the Serious Crime Division (D9), 
who was seriously injured in a shoot-out with the “Ah Took” gang, whose members are high on the 
police wanted list for armed robbery and luxury vehicle theft, in Sungai Long…”; “Heroes and 
Villains”(The Nutgraph 12 September 2008): “…my friend who lives in Taman Paramount, Petaling 
Jaya laments that snatch thefts occur daily in the streets leading to the LRT station there.  What she 
finds incredulous is that there are no police personnel in the area despite the severity of the situation…” 
20 The issue of Malay rights and unity or “Ketuanan Melayu” was raised in the Malay presses of 
Utusan Malaysia and Berita Harian between 15 to 21 November 2008, highlighting Dr. Raja Nazhrin 
Shah’s speech on integration and Foreign Minister Dr. Rais Yatim’s comments on the position of the 
Malays.  On 17 November 2008, Utusan Malaysia ran a front-page report on Foreign Minister Datuk 
Seri Dr Rais Yatim calling on the Malays to strengthen their unity to avoid being ridiculed by other 
races, saying that there have been too many negative remarks about the Malays recently, as if they have 
lost their purpose and pride.  The newspaper called on the Malays to react whenever the race and Umno 
are slandered.  It’s front-page lead on 20 November 2008 reported on Raja Nazrin’s speech, and 
stressed on the importance of “immigrant communities” to respect and accept the customs, history and 
government system of the country they migrated to.  In an article published in the same papers on 20 
November 2008, former Prime Minister Mahathir called on the Malays to adopt a more proactive 
attitude in defending their rights.  “Nowadays we only see the Malays defending instead of attacking,” 
he said at a Perdana Leadership Foundation talk.  Mahathir encouraged the Malays to not just defend 
their rights under the social contract, but to start talking about the benefits enjoyed by the other races 
because of the social contract.  “If they want to revoke Malay rights, we too want to revoke the rights 
given to them,” he said with reference to Malaysian citizenship.  See also “Defending customs, Malay 
unity and rights” (The Nutgraph 24 November 2008).  
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anxiety, anger and frustration – people were exasperated at the state of “politicking” 
which stirred up racial and religious rivalries and tensions; they also feel shortchanged 
when fundamental issues such as the economy, crime and corruption remain 
unchecked. 
It was not difficult for Sifu to depict a scene of crisis in which the “routine-
ness” of “bureaucratic authority” set in rules and regulation, was deemed to have 
failed.  In revealing the inadequacy of the existing social order, Sifu made proof of his 
wisdom and virtue by exalting the “good and right”, and forwarded suggestions as to 
how one ought to live one’s life.  The doctrine of “Eighteen Virtues” as a codification 
of what is regarded to be “ordinarily” good and right may be seen as a response to the 
anxieties of everyday life in Malaysia.  Sifu’s Dharma lecture “A message on life” 
that expounded this doctrine was delivered with much aplomb.  It illustrated a 
“retreat” into the private and family life, into sobriety and modesty as well as into the 
self.   
The lecture illustrates a concern with the kind of life one ought to live and it is 
suggestive about an aesthetics that is ethereal, flowing, gentle and graceful.  But more 
fundamentally, it is focused on the self where the heart is the key target for much 
work.  The conscious awareness of one’s emotions, intentions and the processes of 
feeling and thinking is a form of mental discipline.  By observing the conditions of 
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the heart and mind, people detach themselves from their involvement with their 
conditions in order to “look at them” rather than “look through them”.  This conscious 
awareness is developed through “contemplation” that is adapted from the Buddhist 
practice of meditation.  In the following chapter, I examine in greater detail the 
process of contemplation through which those moral ideals that Sifu lectures about, 
are actualized.  
 
Writing 
KYCO followers are encouraged to write about their own stories, reflections 
and learning which are then compiled and published in a quarterly in-house 
newsletter.  Writing constitutes part of the self-reflexive process that communicates as 
well as validates one’s spiritual attainment.  The content of these writings is mundane; 
it involves the everyday life and does not include accounts of major moral issues 
and/or social breaches such as adultery, cheating or crimes of any sort.  Writing is 
strongly encouraged and the activity is well taken-up by those who do so.  Writing 
purportedly helps to ingrain the Dharma in one’s body, speech and mind; it is also 
regarded as a self-affirmative and transformative act in the spirit of sharing and 
giving.  One of the essays published in the quarterly newsletter discusses about the 
importance of writing as follows: 
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“What is more significant is to be sure that our body, speech and mind 
are solidly ingrained with the Dharma teaching.  This confirmation to 
ourselves can be achieved by writing the Dharma teaching we 
received, the Dharma understanding we acquired and the Dharma 
knowledge gained from within.  This way of practice…would require a 
large journal to fill in the knowledge acquired…it is this collection of 
knowledge that will some day transform us from an ordinary being to a 
light-filled being, who shall forever be giving and sharing his light 
with others.  With a strong intention to write, your spiritual guide will 
always be there to guide you in your writing.  In the early stages, you 
begin to write on what you think and what you feel in matters relating 
to the Dharma teaching, simple and yet meaningful.  Your heart is your 
guide.  Beautifully your good thoughts will flow and naturally your 
inspiration will lift your hands to begin writing, with a strong spirit if 
wanting to share and to give in the most kind and caring manner.  This 
early stage of writing can be most encouraging, if you will regard it to 
be a test of your practice to reach higher than high, and your Dharma 
knowledge deeper than deep.  Writing because you know your spiritual 
journey well enough to share it with all.  Writing because that is the 
only way the dharma teaching can be retained in your heart and soul.  
In your Dharma learning, thousands and thousands of words have been 
heard and written about – kindness, grace, caring, giving, sharing, 
generosity, forgiveness and so on.  Remembering, thinking, talking and 
reading about it all does not constitute a spiritual guide…This unusual 
path is by no means writing just for the sake of writing but writing 
because you wanted your spiritual thoughts to reach higher 
grounds…The understanding of light and darkness, fear and courage, 
forgiveness and anger, sadness and happiness, attachment and 
detachment, greed and generosity and so on, can never be gained by 
just listening and talking about it.  Learning it by thinking, feeling and 
writing it and absorbed into your soul and mind is expected of you.” 
(“Message on Writing” by Yap Kuan Wei, Newsletter July 2006) 
 
The essay above talks about how spirituality could be “absorbed” or instilled 
through a gradual process of learning and discovery of the “good heart” and “good 
thoughts”; it forwards an embodied image of spirituality that reconciles an ideology of 
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“Dharma teaching” with experience, language and representation through writing.  
Sifu himself is a prolific writer: he has written numerous theses concerning human 
conduct, virtues, devotion as well as relationships, and delivered these theses as 
Dharma teachings during his weekly sessions.  Several volumes of his writing are 
kept under lock and key in a glass display cabinet.  Sifu attributed his prolific writing 
to the divine messages that he received from Kuan-yin and joked regularly about his 
own “bad English” and “bad writing”: 
“Kuan-yin is a great essayist, you know?  Actually, She taught me 
English.  You should read my early days’ English.  I look at it, I said, 
“My goodness!  I wrote like that!”  And I was Form Six, you know?  
Hello, Form Six students were brilliant those days but Science student 
no use-lah! I never learned Arts and my grammar wasn’t good; nothing 
was good, anyway.  I thought I was good because Brother Joseph said, 
“If you could make it to THAT class, you are the top of the school!”  
We made it there and we were so proud, that end class on the top floor 
of St John’s…” 
Writing has been an important aspect of the redemptive cult in the tradition of 
“fu-ji21” or “spirit writing” that scholars describe as “the communal receiving and 
deciphering of divine messages by means of a writing implement held while in a state 
of trance or possession” (Jordan and Overmyer 1986).  Writing and/or spirit writing is 
significant because it is a manifestation of divine revelation, and as such it highlights 
the authority, prestige and social status of the written word and the literacy that 
produces it.  Moreover, writing gives followers or members much discretion to fuse 
                                       
21 See Chapter 1 of this thesis. 
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elements of religious and philosophical traditions into distinctive combinations, which 
makes them feel that they are creatively participating in those traditions.  The activity 
of writing, which followers regard as part of the self-reflexive process within KYCO, 
can be regarded as a religiously significant act in the tradition of spirit writing. 
 
Conclusion 
The objective of the Dharma session is to “open up” the heart in order to 
compel certain ways of thinking and feeling.  The spiritual practice of opening the 
heart highlights and exaggerates emotions such as pity, joy and sadness.  It evokes a 
sense of compassion, beauty, gentleness and grace that also magnifies and scrutinizes 
the processes of feeling, thinking and empathizing.  
KYCO spiritual practice reveals an “inner-outer” or “virtual-actual” dynamic 
where the inner world processes of the self operate in a ritualized virtuality structured 
by the activities of singing, chanting, praying and listening to Dharma lectures.  By 
enacting changes and/or transformation to one’s inner self – whether by changing 
one’s attitude, perspective and/or feelings – one seeks to emerge out of virtuality or 
ritual and step into the “lived-in life-world” of actuality with a renewed sense and 
sensibilities.  This “inner-outer” dynamic acts as a symbolic register in which issues 
of moral transformation and moral conduct are articulated.  Given this symbolism, 
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any one who steps into the premise of KYCO would have “left the world at its door” 
and entered a realm of peace, tranquility and fraternity to embark on the moral project 
of the self.  
Consonant with this “inner-outer” dialectic are the religious doctrines of 
Buddhist practitioners and early twentieth century redemptive cults members.  KYCO 
followers are encouraged to “bring forth” their qualities of kindness, compassion etc. 
through self-cultivation as a method of conditioning.  The spiritual practice of KYCO 
aims to restore a sense of confidence that opens up potentials and possibilities for 
action instead of restricting and restraining devotees and followers from wrong or 
sinful conduct.  The focus on the self is explicit and spiritual practice seeks to help 
them meet certain ethical demands by avoiding sin/negative karma through the 
cultivation of virtues.  
The Dharma lecture is followed by more singing and then by a closing prayer.  
The placid drama of the Dharma session ends with three successive strikes of the 
brass bowl to give thanks to the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.  The closing prayer draws 
a closure to the session and signals that people’s inner selves have been renewed, and 





Chapter 6 Contemplation  
"Yesterday I was clever, that is why I wanted to change the world. Today I am wise, 




28 August 2009: some fifty Muslim residents in Shah Alam enraged with the 
proposed relocation of a Hindu temple to their area staged a noisy protest with a 
severed cow’s head.  They objected to the relocation on the grounds that the Hindu 
temple would pollute the sanctity of their neighborhood.  I was taken aback by the 
display of hatred and antagonism, and was concerned whether the incident would 
spark off wider violence in Malaysia in the aftermath of Hindraf protests in 2007 and 
2008 where issues regarding more equitable access to public resources such as 
education, housing and employment opportunities for the Indian Hindu community 
have been raised.  I wondered if the purported “pollution” might have been just an 
excuse for an extremist response towards the newly found confidence and 
assertiveness of the Indian Hindu community.  I voiced my concerns about the cow-
head incident with Mr. Lim Kuan Meng and other friends late one evening after a 
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Dharma session.  It seemed rather “obvious” to everyone that the incident was 
“politically motivated”.   
“All religions teach non-violence”, said Mr. Lim in a grave tone.  “It is 
unfortunate that some people themselves do not see the wisdom in the religion they 
profess and thus are easily misled”.  Everyone agreed that the act was criminal and 
potentially inflammatory to the precarious religious and race relations on the ground.  
Someone in our group suggested that politicians might have been responsible for 
inciting the violence and nobody contested the speculation.  The suggestion is a 
frivolous one (although the Home Affairs Minister Hishamuddin Hussein did 
eventually speak-out but it was in support of the perpetrators!) and it was greeted with 
a serious silence reflecting the general mood of uncertainty about Najib Tun Razak 
who was sworn into office as the sixth Prime Minister of Malaysia22 not more than 
four months ago. The suggestion of political conspiracy surrounding the cow-head 
                                       
22 The Prime Minister himself was besotted with allegations of his involvement in numerous scandals 
involving questionable billions of dollars of defense contract “commission” paid to ruling-party 
stalwarts and his embroilment in a murder case of a young Mongolian model (Bilveer Singh 
2010:174).  Questions about state leadership were compounded by problems of political stability and 
national unity which have been brought about by the landmark election result of 2008 where the ruling 
incumbent “Barison Nasional” (BN) lost its two-thirds majority in the “Dewan Rakyat”(House of 
Representatives) that it had held since 1957 - to the opposition coalition “Pakatan Rakyat” (PR) led by 
former Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim who promised to not only topple the ruling party but 
also to bring about much needed social and political reforms to the country.  The ensuing power 
struggle and political antagonism generated as much hope for change for young(er) Malaysians, as 
anxiety and confusion for many others of an earlier generation such as Mr. Lim and most of my urban, 
middle-class KYCO friends who have lived through, experienced and benefited from a politics of 
compromise particularly after the racial riots of May-13-1969.  And a global economic downturn 
caused by turmoil in the American financial and banking market which many policy makers and public 




incident was met with an uncomfortable silence; Mr. Lim urged us to rely on (our) 
inner guidance and not allow the prevailing fear, anger and resentment to shut down 
our minds and hearts. His reference to “all religions” was an attempt to dissolve 
differences by appealing to our innate sense of the good and right. 
The muted response above, diverted into a personal and affective rhetoric of 
“inner guidance”, was reflective of the emotional pressures felt on the ground.  In this 
situation, Mr. Lim’s reference to inner guidance asserted the centrality of personal 
experiences that gave evidence to as well as legitimized the self as the source of 
reason, wisdom, power, authority and other qualities.  More broadly, Mr. Lim was 
trying to structure and provide a system of meaning to problems as well as possible 
solutions premised upon subjective experiences at the individual and personal level, 
rather than the social.  The invocation of inner guidance had also sought to establish a 
particular epistemic outlook that distinguishes between perceptual knowing which 
arises in the attainment of inner guidance as a form of knowledge versus conceptual 
analysis and reasoning.  In this regard, Sifu through his Dharma lectures, constantly 
invokes the metaphor of Kuan-yin to specify inner guidance as a manifestation of 
divine power and as the “word of knowledge” – a “divine gift of knowledge about 
persons or situations not acquired through any channel of human communication, but 
experienced as a spontaneous thought or image” (Csordas 1988: 19).  In addition, a 
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variety of multi-sensory images, emotions and affects indicating the flow of power 
within and amongst participants through mudras for example demonstrate the power 
of the divine as well as inner guidance: the somatic sensation of an energy or power 
coursing through the body, and tingling feelings are some of the common experiences 
expressed.  The multi-sensory imagery of the experience manifests an embodiment of 
the divine and its qualities: Sifu enumerates the feelings and emotions (such as 
compassion, kindness etc.) as extraordinary, and attempts to instruct followers that 
recapitulate a repertoire based on his own experience.  
Inner guidance is a key theme in Sifu’s lectures and teachings.  It denotes 
affective and subjective experiences that vary in intensity as well as responses and 
attitudes between different people.  Because Sifu’s enumeration of inner guidance 
ranges over a wide field of feelings, activities and events of concern, care, empathy, 
kindness etc. – it is therefore likely to elicit a response from his audience/follower. 
The process necessarily entails simplification and generalization: for example the 
philosophical and social aspects of Buddhist compassion are “de-conceptualized” into 
an affective and subjective experience that becomes an indeterminate affective theme 
because not everyone responds to this theme in the same way but everyone could 
relate to it in a way concordant with their own experiences.  The affects and 
experiences of compassion do not necessarily alleviate or change external conditions 
213 
 
and circumstances because it remains an individual feeling and is being addressed as 
one.  However, the social significance of this feeling or experience lie in the bodily 
synthesis of affect and kinesthetic responses (such as the gesticulation of hands and 
arms i.e. mudras) with feelings of contentment, satisfaction and acceptance that are 
incarnated and inculcated as a shared disposition and knowledge.  
Thus Sifu’s role is to set up “contexts” which would enable his 
listeners/followers to learn and know through their own diverse experiences.  He does 
this by suggesting how life ought to be lived: through moral conscience and divine 
guidance.  He asserts how the “right action” is not necessarily made right by the rules 
of society, codes of conduct and behavior and/or convention but arises from the 
discovery of divine intuition which then guides thoughts, feelings and actions.  The 
key thing about Sifu’s teaching of inner guidance is that people no longer (needed to) 
regard traditional or conventional religion as adequate for the purposes that it purports 
to serve.  They represent a demand for new understanding; new knowledge; new 
forms of practices and new sources of authority.   
In this chapter, I seek to illustrate and describe the dynamics of 
“contemplation” – a fundamental practice expounded by Sifu, as an example of this 
demand.  The practice of contemplation is similar to other forms of self-cultivation 
such as meditation which has become increasingly popular as a form of spiritual-
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moral practice in Buddhism evidenced by the proliferation of contemporary 
meditation groups amongst urban city dwellers in Singapore, Myanmar, Malaysia and 
Thailand (Cook 2010; Jordt 2006).  For many practitioners of meditation, it has 
become “a way of life” as well as “a way of being”.  Like their meditation 
counterparts, the KYCO follower who takes up contemplation as a form of spiritual 
practice undergoes training so as to (re)condition his or her sensibilities in order to 
actualize a particular way or form of life.  This training is not a “violent repression” of 
the bodily senses and sensations but a form of cultivation whose practices, principles 
and objectives are emphasized and reiterated over and over again in Sifu’s Dharma 
lectures.  From these lectures, followers are expected to learn techniques such as self-




Richard is one of Sifu’s most trusted lieutenants.  He oversees the 
administrative day-to-day affairs of KYCO and ensures that things are in working 
order.  Well respected by everyone, Richard is a responsible hands-on kind of person 
who takes a no-nonsense approach towards work.  Compared with Mr. Lim Kuan 
Meng who tends to be more opinionated and slightly mal-contentious at times, 
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Richard comes across as quiet, introspective and well adjusted.  He has a keen eye for 
details and asserts an unobtrusive control over things; Richard’s opinions as well as 
judgments also tend to be well received by others.  Looking several years younger 
than his age at sixty-one years old, Richard is retired from his Financial Controller job 
at a multinational factory in Kuala Lumpur for more than five years now.  Since then, 
he has been keeping himself busy with the day-to-day affairs of KYCO and doing 
errands for his family that consists of his wife and school-going children.  Keeping a 
low-key ordinariness, Richard dresses simply in t-shirt and pants, and drives an early 
1990s’ Proton Saga as he had even while working at the factory.  He does not seek to 
distinguish himself from others in terms of status or hierarchy as a senior or elder nor 
does he assert himself as part of the leadership of KYCO.   In fact, he is often the 
busiest person around but he has no complains about it.  As I got to know Richard 
better over the next few months, I marveled at how he has never grumbled, raised his 
voice or lost patience, and I admire him for his even temper, down-to-earth 
sensibility, humility and trustworthiness.  I found myself thinking about Richard as 
my ideal image of the Bodhisattva. 
Richard is reticent with talking about himself or others; he prefers to let his 
work and contributions speak for themselves.  During one of our conversations, 
Richard disclosed that the practice of contemplation has been important for him.  He 
216 
 
said, “Contemplation is like a nurturing process where I think about Sifu’s teachings 
and analyze it in terms of my own experience.  To me, it is a form of discipline 
because you have to be able to sit still and keep a focused mind while doing 
contemplation.”  Richard advised me to undertake contemplation myself in order to 
find the answers to all my questions.  Swee Kiat was more skeptical about analyzing 
contemplation and likened any attempt to verbalize, describe and/or explain it as 
trying to describe “colors” to someone who is blind; even with proxy such as the 
musical notes “do” for the color green, “re” for blue etc. do not fully convey the 
sensorial experience of color, and Sifu mentioned once in passing that the experience 
of contemplation is “ineffable”.  They all seem to allude to the fact that 
“contemplative knowledge” cannot be solely received through social exchange since 
it is not fully transmittable between people during interviews, dialogues or 
conversations; it would require “private, dedicated work” that comes from one’s own 
involvement and subjective experiences in practice.  It also dawned upon me that they 
were talking about and characterizing contemplation as a kind of “experiential 
knowledge”.  I soon come to understand contemplation in terms of attitudinal, 
perceptual as well as dispositional changes that practitioners effect or intend to effect.  
To them, talking about contemplation is perhaps futile since it is declared by Sifu to 
be “ineffable” and no one really wants to discuss it.  It is an “anti-discourse” discourse 
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and the general consensus towards contemplation is that one learns not by talking but 
by doing and/or getting into practice.   
Listening to Sifu’s Dharma lectures, I have come to understand contemplation 
as a “prescribed embodied practice” associated with emotive and mental states such as 
compassion, and the development of an acute awareness of one’s feelings as well as 
thoughts.  In several respects, the experience of contemplation is not dissimilar to 
Buddhist meditation: scholar-practitioner Joanna Cook (2010) who undertook 
meditation as an ordained monastic novice in the Theravada Buddhist tradition 
described meditation as a development of visceral capacities which enable particular 
forms of spirituality or religiosity aspired by those who undertake the practice.  
Buddhist traditions such as Theravada Buddhism promote Insight and Concentrative 
meditation or “Vipassana” while Mahayana Buddhism emphasizes contemplative 
meditation.  In these traditions, the practice is focused on “fixing sustained awareness 
upon bodily and mental processes, sequences of bodily movements, the rise and fall 
of emotions, or the immediate experiences of Here and Now…” (Blofeld 1980:151) 
whose purpose is to attain and/or enhance perceptual capacities through which 
experiential rather than conceptual or explanatory knowledge is acquired.  For 
example, the practice of “chih kuan” is a popular meditation technique amongst 
Mahayana adherents as well as Tibetan Buddhists.  In his study of Buddhist practices, 
218 
 
Blofeld illustrates chih kuan as a two-fold mental practice that comprises of 
disciplinary mental restrain and awareness or “chih”, and “kuan” that refers to 
analytical reflection on some aspects of the Buddha’s teachings by way of learning 
from accomplished spiritual masters (or sages), in order to develop and arrive finally 
at one’s own intuition (Blofeld 1980:153-154).   
Mainly through participant-observation and by poring over Sifu’s essays and 
transcriptions of Dharma lectures that run into hundreds of pages, I begin to learn 
more about the meaning and significance of contemplation.  Firstly, the practice of 
contemplation that Sifu expounds - steeped in the Chinese religious tradition of self-
cultivation, is oriented towards the development of a commonsensical intuition as 
well as the pursuit of an in-depth perception of things.  It tends towards the 
heightening and expansion of consciousness that seeks to contribute to the well being 
of the practitioner and those around him.  It is inclined towards the sensory as well as 
the perceptual, and to see its primary concern with the formation of not only a 
“sensorium” but also the acquisition of a new identity implying purity and morality.  
The new perception and identity bring with them changes in all aspects of a person’s 
life by allowing practitioners to adopt new ways of life and discard old ones, and to 
transform the way in which their lives are going to be lived.  Secondly, I see 
contemplation as a self-referential audit of “good practice” which is taken as evidence 
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of itself.  What is audited is whether there is an internal system that embodies moral 
standards and whether one’s own action, behavior, thinking and perception etc. adhere 
or measure up to such standards.  As a process of observing oneself, audit promotes 
self-management where an external code of conduct or ideology (and its controls) 
becomes an internal source of motivation.  In essence, contemplation seeks perceptual 
and behavioral transformation through self-control, self-awareness and self-mastery; 
it is a method in which practitioners come to see, evaluate, understand and regulate 
for themselves, and by themselves. 
A careful study of Sifu’s essays and Dharma lectures reveal that Sifu not only 
teaches but he also makes promises to followers about changing their lives and 
becoming better persons through self-cultivation. During one of his lectures, he said, 
“it is time to turn the light around and shine it on your own self centre so that you can 
uncover or to discover your Buddha nature”.  Sifu’s lectures are a constant and 
persistent barrage of exaltations of the divine and commandments that cajole 
followers to make time out of the busyness of their everyday lives to do 
contemplation for a few hours a day.  While only a few actually feel that they are able 
to do that, everyone recognizes that it is something they should aspire towards. 
Contemplation as Sifu explains, entails the processes of self-discovery, self-
knowing and self-questioning.  It encompasses virtue and the spiritual life; it is about 
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recognizing the (Buddhist) truth; understanding the ways of karma as well as 
developing character and moral habits.  Sifu offers some quick instructions on 
contemplation during a Dharma lecture as follows: 
“…the difference between meditation and contemplation:  Meditation 
is effortless; contemplation you must make the effort.  It is as short as 
it is.  If you understand, that is clear to you.  That means, from 
contemplation to meditation.  From meditation you can go to a higher 
level of contemplation and it gets to a newer level of stillness in 
meditation.  That is how it keeps up all the way. 
 
…you need a subject or object to contemplate upon.  You have to 
make the effort to go in until outflow comes.  And we have heard 
enough - as you deserve - depending on how much you have 
researched on the subject and how much intuitively you know on the 
subject.  That is why if you want to develop your intuition, use your 
heart; if you want to develop your intellectual knowledge, use your 
mind.  Heart’s teaching is given to you; intuition comes from your soul 
consciousness of past lives so you cannot just hope to learn from here.  
When you are quieted enough, relaxed enough, it flows back to you 
and that is why contemplatives gain the easiest, the highest of lessons 
because at the time between effort to almost no effort is where true 
contemplation comes in - the reward of intuitive hearing.  At the end of 
hearing is stillness and meditation.  So there is where we move on.23” 
Sifu’s references to “heart” and “mind”, “intuition” and “consciousness” point 
to the nature of a person.  More particularly, the terms refer to moral character that 
has rich connotations in Chinese religious and philosophical traditions.  When 
followers talk about contemplation, they usually refer to perceptions, attitudes, 
thoughts and desires as well as improving or refining their own morality.  This moral 
                                       
23 This Dharma lecture was delivered on 28 November 2008. 
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improvement is made for its own sake, as a goal and outcome of contemplation whose 
rewards are a state of bliss and the peace of mind.  It indicates a process of change in 
one’s character and progress towards the attainment of personal virtues or qualities 
such as compassion and wisdom.   
Developing great compassion, doing good deeds and saving people are 
considered to be the ultimate outcome of contemplation.  Here, the notion of 
compassion is raised in generalized Mahayana Buddhist terms of “seeing the suffering 
of all sentient beings so as to be filled with the desire to save all sentient beings”, 
whereas the specific context in which compassion is raised most frequently is self-
development.  As a form of self-development, one learns to cultivate this desire by 
monitoring, evaluating and correcting one’s own feelings, thought, speech and action 
judiciously, and strives towards ethical or moral perfection through a systematic and 
progressive regime of the emotion and thought until these strivings become embodied 
habits.  Sifu defines compassion in ways it could be exercised and/or practiced in the 
context of everyday life and interpersonal relationships.  Consider the following 
extract from a Dharma lecture he delivered on 27 November 2009: 
“Can you see the meaning of compassion in ten ways?  How to 
practice it in ten ways so that others may have a taste of its flavor, if 
compassion is singular, or of the flavors if the practice is in ten ways 
and be encouraged to develop compassion in themselves, to share it, to 
expand it and transform worldly love into divine love which purifies.  
Purifies what?   The karmic causes of the past.  Actually, divine 
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compassion not only purifies karmic causes of the past that are painful.  
It also matures the virtues that you have awakened in this lifetime.  
This is most important.  That is why this Path must help you to develop 
the compassionate heart and from that into a great compassionate 
heart.   
 
Kuan Yin’s Path is simply the Path of Compassion.  If you practice 
this Path, you must be a person with compassion.  That is why you 
cannot practise Kuan Yin by hiding in a monastery, living in a forest or 
wanting to be away from people because you must learn to love.  To be 
compassionate means you must be with people so that you can give 
compassion.  In that giving, you begin to gather the inner learnings of 
how to live with compassion.  This Path will have you being in the 
midst of many where you are the source of compassion, source of 
hope, source of joy, source of everything that anyone would want.  
That is why being a Kuan Yin Contemplative is not by accident.   
 
When the young has tasted compassion or caring love, they grow up to 
know how to give love.  That is why families that are broken, the 
children will always be the victims.  They never had caring love, they 
will have selfish love; wrong introduction to love because the 
separated parents, the quarrelling parents, each will poison the child’s 
mind with a version of who should he love, why he shouldn’t love, 
mummy or daddy.  You see how dangerous the world is today…” 
How does contemplation work to “enforce” or compel compliance? It 
emphasizes the self as a theme, an object as well as subject of morality through 
critical introspection that invokes the examination of the conscience.  I recall a 
Dharma lecture at the height of the infamous “Port Klang Free Trade Zone” (PKFZ) 
investigation in May 2009: the project outlay for the development of PKFZ - an 
export and transshipment “mega-hub” escalated from RM2-billion to almost RM8-
billion, funded largely by the Malaysian Federal government.  The findings of the 
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investigation were inconclusive and nobody was indicted or rapped, resulting in 
tremendous public displeasure with reports, allegations and rumors over the misuse 
and misappropriation of funds by high-level government and ruling party members.  
The incident was a hot conversation topic at KYCO with many people openly 
expressing their unhappiness over the social injustice; speculations were rife with 
allegations of state incompetency and corruption.  Sifu deemed it necessary to put a 
stop to all these talk.  He called upon us to put ourselves in the positions of the 
supposed wrong doers and to ask ourselves whether we could “resist all these 
temptations” before pointing fingers at others.  The imagery Sifu deploys here has an 
unmistakable parallel to the Biblical parable “let him who is without sin cast the first 
stone” from the “Gospel of John”. More importantly, I read Sifu’s statement to be a 
“problematization” of the discursive norms by which he made it difficult for people to 
talk about the PKFZ incident privately while it continued to be played out in the 
public eye couched in an institutional language of systemic failure, accountability, 
transparency etc.  Sifu deployed a moral vocabulary albeit adapted from the Christian 
tradition that not only relativized a moral position but turned the moralizing lens back 
unto ourselves.  Sifu attempted to shift our understanding of the PKFTZ issue away 
from the morally disciplining centers of law, business and the state - into a self-
reflexive exercise that would facilitate empathy, forgiveness and acceptance of the 
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otherwise immoral other.  In doing so, he demonstrated self-reflexivity as a form of 
“thought” that reveals ourselves as flawed, sinned and/or impure, to ourselves.  By 
being conscious of our own thinking and feeling, we develop a relation with ourselves 
that attends to the cultivation of certain desires or desirable thoughts and aspirations 
such as compassion and kindness for others.  In the process, this attentiveness also 
becomes a moral imperative whereby any momentary lapse in observing and 
monitoring ourselves, risks being lost in anger, anxiety and frustration that would 
result in actions, which generate negative karma. 
 
Steps to Contemplation 
The progress of contemplation is detailed in a set of teachings called “Ten 
Steps of Practice”.  This set of teachings, like Sifu’s other teachings, tends to be 
rhetorical, metaphorical and interpretive.  The “Ten Steps” is believed to be a set of 
divine instructions transmitted from Kuan-yin to Sifu in 1984.  Sifu paraphrased the 
“Ten Steps” as “hurting never, helping ever; loving all, serving all” – an ode to Sai 
Baba’s “love all, serve all; help ever, hurt never” quote. According to Sifu, the “Ten 
Steps” teachings are meant to help people discover their own potential and develop 
power that had belonged to the civilization of Atlantis24 believed to have existed more 
                                       
24 The legendary civilization of Atlantis was a subject of classical antiquity.  It was first mentioned by 
Plato and taken up by Western writers during the Renaissance era in utopian works, such as Francis 
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than 10,000 years ago.  The people of Atlantis were highly developed, Sifu said, 
“Their spiritual eyes were opened, they could see through clairvoyance; their spiritual 
hearing was opened, they could hear through clairaudience.  They can feel just by 
feeling – clairsentience.  Everything was inner qualities…that is why they could 
commune with gods and devas.”  Followers are exhorted to develop this power in 
order to see and to comprehend the world, and to strive towards its attainment through 
contemplation, which purports to bring benefits not just to the practitioners 
themselves but to all living beings as well.  
The basis of contemplation resides in the principles of reverence and humility.  
Sifu urges followers to make their goals great and lofty but at the same time to keep 
their hearts reverential and humble.  The essential method of contemplation involving 
steps for integrating knowledge and action are as follows: praying, giving, sitting, 
caring, serving, practicing, purifying, renouncing, harmonizing and generating25.  It 
builds on the basis of reverence and humility through praying, which becomes a 
method for thinking and acting.  Thinking here means reflecting with discretion; it 
involves judgment that distinguishes virtue from vice or “defilements”, and learning 
                                                                                                             
Bacon’s “New Atlantis” and Thomas More’s “Utopia”.  Atlantis has also inspired numerous works of 
science fiction, comic and film, and it has become a “byword” for advanced prehistoric lost 
civilization.  Atlantis was taken up by 19th century European Theosophists who described the people of 
Atlantis as “cultural heroes” however they were thought to be destroyed through internal warfare 
brought about by the use of magical power.  The American psychic Edgar Cayce(1877-1945), an 
influential founder of a new age movement, believed in the rise of the Atlantis race in a future age. 
Nazi theorists exploited the concept of Atlantis as a superior race and civilization, and sought to justify 
themselves as predecessors of the Aryan race.  
25 See Appendices 4 and 4.1 for Sifu Tony Wong’s lectures on “Ten Steps of Practice”. 
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of the mind and heart.  Sifu articulates the learning of the heart and mind as a means 
of moral and spiritual cultivation.  It is undertaken primarily to seek connection with 
oneself, the divine and others in the world.  It culminates in an experience of bliss and 
transformation.  Sifu said, “That is how…you become a being different from what 
you are - you change your vibration.  This is the power.”  To achieve this, Sifu 
outlines the “Ten Steps” as an instructional program of moral and spiritual practice 
that includes the development of discernment, volition and determination, moral 
purification and perfection, practice of virtue and finally the accomplishment of 
spiritual goals. Recognizing or discerning the distinction between the ordinary mind 
and the divine mind is considered to be the critical first step of contemplation.  The 
ordinary mind is seen as the center of negative emotions and desires while the divine 
mind is the source of moral principles and virtues.  In learning to discern between the 
ordinary and divine mind, one thus seeks to connect the ordinary and mundane to the 
divine, and this is established as the fundamental basis for contemplation practice – to 
connect or as Sifu said, “You are someone acting as a conduit…that connects you 
with benevolent beings, virtuous beings, either spiritual or worldly.”  Sifu cites two 
main obstacles to be overcome by contemplation: selfish desires and negative 
thoughts that arise from passion, and faults. “Selfish desires” are regarded as greed, 
anger, lust, jealousy while “negative thoughts” are seen as arguing angrily with 
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others, deceiving and slandering people.  “Faults” refer to unwitting mistakes or 
habits that ought to be changed.  Sifu emphasizes that selfish desires and negative 
thoughts cause emotional afflictions, which in turn get reinforced by faults.  He 
stresses that it is critical to purify oneself of these afflictions through contemplation.  
In connection with moral purification, Sifu also focuses on a quiet and sincere 
practice that brings about a sense of peace and calm.  After purification, one can then 
effectively practice virtue, especially compassion towards others.  This implies 
showing empathy, love, care and kindness towards all beings.  Sifu identifies the 
virtue of compassion with the life and aesthetic principle of the divine.  He said, 
“Kuan-yin has become the most popular, the most worshipped, the most turned to 
deity in the universe because she gives compassionate love.  She gives compassionate 
love because it is a kind of love that is sweet and pure, even fragrant…if you practice 
compassionate love, you will experience something beautiful – Kuan-yin’s heart in 
you, Kuan-yin’s love for others”.  He also engages in a specific discussion about the 
nature of compassion and speaks about the distinction, order and sequence in 
extending compassion as follows:  
“Caring love means compassionate love.  Compassionate love’s next 
level is divine love… Ordinary love is called worldly love.  We should 
know the difference between worldly love and compassionate love 
because they are opposite to one another…what is worldly love?  
Simply, worldly love is tinged with demand and desire.  Now you 
expand these two words: worldly love is tinged with demand and 
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desire.  Expand.  Compassionate love is unconditional and given 
without a thought… The beautiful part about compassionate love is, 
within compassionate love, you have five other kinds of love.  One 
step back is loving-kindness, one step back is called merciful-love, one 
step back is helpful love, caring love, kindly-love.  And you should 
expand.” 
 
Sifu speaks extensively and elaborates at length on the all-encompassing 
virtue of compassion, and he discusses the importance of reciprocity in terms of the 
empathetic ability to imagine oneself to be in the position of others and to treat them 
accordingly.  Sifu describes the culmination of this path of compassion as the practice 
of “unconditional love” as well as the manifestation of “public” and “hidden” virtue.  
It is a path that does not seek recognition or repayment from others, and it purports to 
be concerned with the public good rather than private gain, this is not to say that the 
latter is unimportant.  He portrays it as follows:  
“If you were someone who is practicing love, what does it mean?  Your love is 
given to one and all indiscriminately, freely.  The sun gives love to one and all 
without asking anything in return.  That is giving love.  Sometimes, parents 
giving love to their children will always remind their children that they work 
so hard and would ask them to study hard so that the children would take care 
of them.  The love is gone; the children will never come back.  But sometimes 
they may not say that and love is not returned, too.  So, it does not matter.  We 
have come to the age of darkness where love is not appreciated.  In fact, you 
won’t be appreciated.  That is why spiritual people will come in times of 
darkness and others would not give love; conditional.  They come to give love 
unconditionally.  And this is what you are being trained now, the Path of Light 
and Love.  It is for training you how to give love with light without asking for 
anything in return, not even recognition…this is what Kuan-yin is wanting 
you all to practice – compassionate deeds.  Deeds that are done privately as 
you pray for people, publicly (you know “publicly” means) as you give to 
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people, then privately again, sitting, then exhibiting-ly caring.  Then serving, 
both.  When you can be practicing both ways, that is a practice.  So whatever 
you do becomes a gift of compassionate love…Compassionate love is 
unconditional and given without a thought.  That is why in the early years, 
Kuan-yin has said, “This is a Path of Spontaneity.  When you give, give 
spontaneously.  When you help, help spontaneously.”…” 
 
Sifu’s emphasis on the virtue of reverent mindfulness as something that should 
be constantly cultivated remains fundamental.  He notes how a reverent mindset, 
attitude and disposition, which imply moral and spiritual seriousness as well as 
commitment, have been the touchstone of the spiritually accomplished.  Referring to 
moral purification, he warns people to be cautious about things they are attracted to in 
order to avoid becoming attached to sensual pleasures that lead to “defilements”.   
Sifu also discusses the importance of reverence as a virtue in conjunction with the 
state of bliss.  He speaks of a constant state of mindful respect, and sees the state of 
bliss as a calm enjoyment.  By reverence, he means that people are mindful about 
themselves – their thoughts, emotions and actions in relation to the divine as well as 
to others.  He suggests that people be content with their position in life, and avoid 
striving after “external” or material goals that would only seek self-serving interests.  
It is only by appreciating and/or having come to realize the importance of more lofty 
spiritual as well as internal goals, that one will not be led astray by desires but 
reverently nurtures the heart and mind in pursuit of compassion that reflects the way 
of the divine.  Reverence also ensures authenticity and integrity such that one’s 
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(compassionate) acts will be unrestrained, spontaneous and exercised when 
appropriate.  He said, “And you must not want to practice the kind of love that you 
cannot give.  Don’t emulate another person; don’t be an imitator.  Emulate in a way 




Sifu also teaches that one contemplates in order to receive divine messages.  
He said, “Over the years, Kuan-yin made me write messages for ten years.  Those 
writings are still intact and I learn that way. But I can only learn when people in 
suffering will come to me so I felt very bad on account of people suffering I learned.  
But then I will feel the pain in them, and many a time, I will go back and I can’t sleep.  
I have never seen suffering of this nature.”   
Like spirit mediumship in Chinese popular religious practice, divine 
messaging is an “oral, improvisational and evanescent” performance (DeBernardi 
2006:3-8).  But unlike spirit medium performances which are dramatic displays that 
appeal to the audience through melodious incantations, rhythm of drums, gongs and 
the musical ensemble, vivid colors of the altar, elaborate ritual procedures, intensity 
of the incense and burned offerings, and poetic diction of the gods’ speech etc. (Chan 
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2006), divine messaging is a quiet, personal and contemplative affair.  Sifu speaks 
about divine messaging as an internal drama wrapped around a new and/or particular 
way of thinking and feeling that has been coaxed out as a response to an external 
stimulus, such as his encounter with people who seek help from him. 
As far as my encounters with followers suggest, I have not seen or heard 
anyone make claims about receiving divine messages other than Sifu himself, and he 
is anxious about the situation.  He expressed his concern at one of the Dharma 
lectures: 
“I am worried now as I am growing older, next year, I may not get 
message. So if you ever come to Kuan-yin Festival and there is no 
message, you do your prayers for world peace.  I am training you all 
for that.  That is why, I am also saying, please Disciples, sit, message 
is for you because there must be continuity.  You cannot just switch on 
to get a message.  If that is the way, what is the use of practicing?  
Practice means you go through the mill of practice, of struggle, until 
you are ready.  You boil water till 99 degrees no steam comes out.  
Then switch off.  No more mood.  No use.  So you have all the 
qualities, all of you - do it.  I have done my seventh task.  My eighth 
task is to make sure that there is a group of you who would practice 
and then to receive messages from Kuan-yin and then I go off.” 
 
Divine messages are received through contemplation.  There is no elaborate 
ritual procedures or complicated incantations in the practice of contemplation.  It calls 
for attentiveness towards one’s thoughts and feelings as well as intentions and desires.  
The procedure is akin to an internal dialogue: first, one sits in a “lotus position” or an 
upright position with a straight but relaxed back.  A short prayer is made to invoke 
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divine presence and protection.  Then one begins to ponder upon a series of questions 
and try to answer them accordingly, following suggestions given by Sifu, for 
example: 
“Is my life well lived? Is it lived in accordance with the “Four Truths 
of life26”? Am I making sure that I will not hurt another being; I will 
always help those who need help when they come to me and when I 
help, I will show them compassion…what is compassion? What does it 
mean?”  
 
Then one thinks about a situation that involves the non-exercise of compassion 
and asks “why am I not able to exercise compassion?”  The reason why one may not 
be able to exercise compassion is not as important as ensuring that one will exercise it.  
Thus, the next step is to think about the situation again but visualizing this time the 
desired response and outcome, and to imagine as well as pay attention to the feelings 
and thoughts that arise before making an affirmation: “so this is compassion”.  One 
also attempts to recall the feeling of compassion by visualizing an event or incident 
that invokes the feeling (of compassion), if not someone or something that one has 
compassion for.  Finally, one thinks of a situation, someone or something one does 
not like and seek to extend the feeling of compassion towards it.  The purposeful 
efforts of sitting still for long stretches of time in self-questioning and self-reflection 
                                       
26 This refers to the Buddhist doctrine of the “Four Noble Truths” 
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coupled with a reverential attitude, are believed to invoke insights and thoughts so 
profound that these have to be messages sent from the divine. 
Divine messages, which nobody except for Sifu who professes to have access 
to and for which neither has anyone denied their veracity, are literally messages of 
revelations, instructions, and exaltations of the “Bodhisattva vow”.  In Mahayana 
Buddhism, vow-taking underscores a compelling desire to cultivate compassion and it 
is such a highly esteemed virtue that every new aspirant is advised to take the 
Bodhisattva vow which speaks of self-sacrifice and solidarity.  The vow is as follows: 
I vow that when I attain to Enlightenment, 
I shall renounce the opportunity to enter upon the bliss of final Nirvana 
And voluntarily undergo rebirth within the cosmos, 
There to function as a source of assistance and encouragement to other 
sentient beings 
Until the time comes when not one of them remains piteously wandering 
through the round of birth and death. 
However many aeons it may take for all of them to be ready to enter upon 
final bliss, 
I shall not enter before them, 
For who knows how many of them have been my mothers  
or otherwise dear to me in former lives? 
 
At KYCO, the vow has been adapted to emphasize self-determination, 
commitment and solidarity as a community.  Here, devotees and followers undertake 
the Bodhisattva vow in a solemn pledge-making ceremony led by Sifu during the 
Kuan-yin festivals on the nineteenth day of the third, sixth and ninth lunar months, 
which celebrate the birth, renunciation and passing of Kuan-yin respectively.  The 
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dates resonate with the Buddhist festival of Vesak, which commemorates the birth, 
renunciation and nirvana of the Buddha.  The Bodhisattva vow of KYCO is as 
follows: 
All beings without number,  
I vow to liberate. 
Endless blind passions, 
I vow to uproot. 
Dharma Doors beyond measure, 
I vow to penetrate. 
The great way of Buddha, 
I vow to attain. 
 
Sifu purportedly imbues the vow with a power that purifies as well as cleanses 
(one’s past of negative karma); he also invokes life-changing propensities through 
divine intervention: 
“What is most important is the vow; vow strength.  It is the vow that 
you make full commitment that you no longer want to do anything that 
is detrimental to your life safety or happiness or others.  That is why 
you want to practice so truly, so purely that you are prepared to take 
the vow.  That vow is so important.  Things can only happen when you 
take the vow.   That vow strength itself is all cleansing.  The divine 
will know.  Until you make your vow, the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas27 
cannot change your karma.” 
 
                                       
27 Bodhisattvas such as Kuan-yin are powerfully represented through iconography, scriptures and story-
telling as enlightened beings who in pursuance of their vows, spend aeons instructing, encouraging and 
assisting unenlightened ones in this world and others.  They are also seen as a personification of virtues 
such as wisdom in Manjusri Bodhisattva, compassion in Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva or Kuan-yin and 
righteousness in Samandabhadra Bodhisattva.  Kuan-yin is the most popular of these Bodhisattvas 
where she is believed to be laboring for others in pursuance of the vow. 
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Sifu emphasizes that making the Bodhisattva vow is a serious matter because 
it calls upon the follower to make his or her total commitment and loyalty (to the 
cause); it is also believed amongst followers that misfortunes would befall upon those 
who have been slack and/or careless in upholding the vow which they have made.  
Speaking to followers who have taken and/or renewed their vows on these stipulated 
dates, most of them express the belief that by avoiding deliberate hurt to others; 
bestowing help to those who need it; giving support and comfort; showing respect and 
kindness even when one is least inclined to do so, are some of the fundamental 
aspects of putting the Bodhisattva vow into action.  
 
Conclusion 
Contemplation is very much focused on developing self-awareness and 
cultivating new ways of being.  The analysis attends to Sifu’s teachings through 
which the practitioner receives instructions and learns how to effect changes in 
perception, thinking and feeling about the world and his/her relationship with it; the 
analysis also identifies the religious traditions and practices as well as the moral 
impetus within which contemplation acquires its meanings and purposes.  Throughout 
the internal drama of contemplation which I have tried to depict in this chapter, Sifu 
stands out as the sole testament to the success of contemplative practice: he 
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supposedly achieves the desired subjectivity of Bodhisattva-hood that is demonstrated 
by his access to divine messages, clairvoyant capabilities, unquestionable wisdom and 
unmatched sense of compassion. 
In this chapter I highlight contemplation as a form of self-fashioning.  It is part 
of an identity project where people seek to (re)constitute and/or transform themselves 
into the kinds of person who they think they ought to become, at a time of episodic 
religious antagonisms and increasing state-sanctioned religious assertion into the 
everyday life of ordinary Malaysians28 which have the tendency to harden religious 
identities and boundaries.  Sifu’s teachings about contemplation would have had 
serious considerations for followers.  It entails that followers’ behavior are to be 
adjusted according to the moral dictates of their own contemplation. Compassion, 
which has been exalted as the fundamental feature of the ideal spiritual and moral life 
for followers, is acceptable widely and recognized generally as an exemplary goal and 
noble principle for cultivation.  In this respect, people do not need persuasion or 
compulsion to convince themselves of the immediate merit of Sifu’s teachings.  
However, followers would have to constantly listen and re-listen, read and re-read 
Sifu’s lectures and teachings, in order to gradually gain many of those insights into 
his perspective of the world.  Accepting Sifu’s works as true means accepting Sifu 
                                       
28 For example the fatwa on yoga (see previous chapter for more details). 
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himself to be no ordinary person - that his teachings go beyond the possibility of 
discussion and thus his instructions concerning how one ought to live one’s life are 
far more than simple suggestions.  These moral dictates and “impossible goals” would 
have been challenging to fulfill, but for serious followers they have become a life-
consuming pursuit. Standing firm in their conviction, they strongly believe that if they 
contemplate with a true heart and follow Sifu’s instructions closely, the goal of 
Bodhisattva-hood – which is to “save others”, is attainable.  However, their sole 
object - which is encapsulated in the goal of contemplation, is profoundly individual.  
For many others, contemplation and self-cultivation are nothing more than an 
efficacious practice in the ideals of compassion and reverence; one in which people 
meet other sincere, well-meaning, polite, helpful and encouraging people, where they 
find support and friendship in a semi-formalized spiritual and moral fellowship of 
sorts.  For all of them, contemplation and self-cultivation are not about freedom or 
overt political power but a kind of everyday life tactics and actions that involve a 
(new) rationale and understanding about situations.  Contemplation and self-
cultivation allow people to “escape without leaving” - perhaps even momentarily, the 
sometimes uncertain and anxiety-filled social and political order that is experienced as 
suffering. The politics of contemplation and self-cultivation plays out mainly as an 
internal drama of the self – re-imagining and re-engineering oneself within the social 
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and political order that contains it, articulated by the moral vision of contemplation 
and self-cultivation.  Contemplation and self-cultivation may not mean much more for 



















Chapter 7 Moral Conundrums 
I first met Jenny Wong at a Kuan-yin festival in July 2008 where we shared a 
table with a few other KYCO followers during lunch.  It was a Saturday weekend and 
there was a steady stream of people coming and leaving the KYCO premises; the 
atmosphere was relaxed and everyone seemed to be in high spirits.  The conversation 
topic at the table soon turned its focus onto my research.  I tried my best to describe 
what it was about and what I hoped to study.  Everyone was polite and curious but 
Jenny was the most enthusiastic and suggested that I make sure to read the KYCO 
newsletters, which she insisted would be useful for my work.  In these quarterly 
newsletters, followers publish poems, personal dedications and stories that serve 
mainly as a religious tract professing devotion, affirming conviction and loyalty.  The 
newsletter also functions as an important record of key events and activities at KYCO, 
including “divine messages” and Sifu’s expositions on those messages. Responding to 
Sifu’s call to contribute to the quarterly newsletter, Jenny published her first article in 
2006.  She pointed out to me her essay in the current newsletter where she wrote 
about “charitable giving” in the context of the current newsletter’s theme on 
compassion.  I took the opportunity to discuss with Jenny about compassion.  
Referring to the essay, she said, “Compassion is an act done unobtrusively, 
thoughtfully and with sensitivity towards the recipient. What is perceived as 
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compassion or kindness on our part could be just a play on our own ego, pride or self-
gratification if it is not done with awareness and selflessness”.  Describing 
compassion as a strong motivating force at the visceral and cognitive levels, she 
elaborated, “By seeing other people and realizing that they are in stress or in difficult 
circumstances, I feel the need to do something about it.  However, I have been in 
situations where I realized that compassion is not just about doing something for 
someone; it involves the heart, the right intention and the wisdom in order to do 
things right, and not just to do the right thing.”  Her words conveyed a sense shared 
among those present that compassion is an important yet challenging task.  
Outgoing and cheerful, Jenny Wong is a Kuala Lumpur native and self-
professed Buddhist.  She and her husband Michael, a quiet bespectacled businessman, 
were drawn to KYCO because they saw it as a place where the Dharma was taught in 
English.  Now in her early 50s’, she lives with her family of two children in the 
affluent residential neighborhood of Damansara, and one of her children is studying in 
a university in the UK.  For several years, Jenny had pursued a career as an 
accountant with a multinational accounting firm.  Because she firmly believes in the 
institution of the family, hence after the birth of her second child she decided to stop 
work and devote her energy to bringing up her children.  Jenny usually maintains a 
bright and positive disposition, and is respectful, reverent and deferring to Sifu. The 
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essay Jenny had pointed out to me that day at lunch narrates her encounter with a 
person who was caught stealing food offerings in a temple that she happened to be 
visiting.  In the essay, she describes her uneasiness over the incident and how she had 
tried to do the right thing but it unfortunately backfired on her29.  Recounting the 
incident, Jenny emphasized that she had “done the right thing”, although it was far 
from “doing things right”; her action that day was deemed to be an act of “thoughtless 
compassion”.  She wrote:  
“Compassion? It must and should incorporate generosity, spontaneity, 
thoughtfulness, sensitivities, humility, gentleness, care, concern, love, 
sense for righteousness, courage and effort imbued with awareness and 
wisdom in carrying out an act or deed.  So, it’s not so simple an act 
after all…what is compassion may turn out to be otherwise.” 
 
In her essay, Jenny seeks to highlight the fact that what seems like a 
straightforward gesture of charitable giving is “not that simple an act” and for which 
may always be filled with challenges, difficulties and obstacles, she said.  She 
demonstrates that the “problem” of compassion is a conundrum, where “being 
compassionate” and “doing good” have been reflected as ideologically separate 
matters.  Jenny sees her problem but is ideologically unable to do anything about it; 
she believes that “doing good” does not necessarily add anything to compassion 
because without a proper sense of compassion and/or tempered judgment, more harm 
                                       
29 See Appendix 5 
242 
 
and/or unexpected consequences may be caused.  Jenny’s conundrum is captured 
succinctly in her own description of her action as “thoughtless compassion”; it 
expresses the dialectical imperatives of “doing the right thing” and “doing things 
right”, and reveals how it can be a major source of tension and doubt.  More broadly 
speaking, the conundrum reflects KYCO’s difficult mission of trying to save 
everyone out of compassion versus people’s natural impetus or instincts for self-
preservation and self-interest that illuminates the fragile nature and substance of 
KYCO’s moral discourse.   
Jenny also seeks to explain why her charitable giving did not reap a favorable 
outcome just as one may perform the proper rituals, pray, make offerings or take a 
vow at a shrine yet fail to bring about a favorable result or rectify a problem, and 
eventually offers an explanation that is framed in terms of an external, ultimate and 
absolute force or karmic destiny.  
In order to understand how the conundrum unfolds, it is useful to examine the 
religious and cultural underpinnings of “compassion” and the “good life” as 
motivating constructs where “karma” functions as a grounding notion and/or language 
in which people account for life’s vicissitudes.  My interpretation is based on my 
ethnographic reading of KYCO as a “vernacular religion” that is informed by an 
eclectic assortment of scriptural, popular religion and cultural reference points, rather 
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than the kind of coherent system of knowledge that professional religious and/or 
academic sources provide.  There are gaps and contradictions in my description but 
insofar as beliefs and actions, they constitute “lived religion” (McGuire 2008) for 
those who ascribe meanings to them.  Therefore, the moral discourse that permeates 
the course of thinking and acting among followers must be seen as culturally 
significant and coherent. 
 
Compassion 
The story of Kuan-yin is central in the followers’ moral vision of and for the 
world.  It is such a common story amongst followers such that nobody really 
discusses because it is presumed that everyone already knows or at least has an idea 
of who Kuan-yin was and the things that she did – such as saving people from 
dangers, granting of wishes, providing protection for women and children etc., which 
provide the primary materials and metaphors for compassion.  The extensive literature 
on Kuan-yin30 ranges from early second century Buddhist scriptures to “precious 
scrolls”, popular novels and eyewitness accounts of Kuan-yin sightings that 
emphasize the goddess’s swift compassion as the way to salvation.  As a young boy 
growing up in the “heartlands” of Singapore, I spent many evenings after school glued 
                                       
30 See for example Yu Chun-fang’s works.  
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to the television watching Hong Kong drama serials that were aired during prime 
time.  Some of these serials especially those about Chinese deities and their dramatic 
exploits such as the Eight Immortals, Vagabond Monk Chi-gong, Third Prince Na-
zha, Journey to the West etc. fascinated me and fuelled my imagination to no end.  It 
was through these television serials about deities with magical powers, heroic deeds, 
righteous characters, filial sons, female ghosts, powerful demons, ethereal heavenly 
realms and dark hells etc. that I learned about Kuan-yin as told in the story of Princess 
Miao-shan.  As children, my friends and I role-played and created our own stories out 
of obnoxious celestial generals, drunken and uncertain deities, stout-hearted demons 
etc.  When I first began on this project, I always ask people I met if they knew any 
stories about Kuan-yin.  Most frequently, they would tell me the story of Princess 
Miao-shan.  With little variation, they repeated the same story I have known since I 
was a child, and it is a familiar story that many people from other Chinese-speaking 
societies recognize.  The general story goes like this: 
Miao-shan was the third daughter of King Miao-chuang.  She was by 
nature drawn to Buddhism, keeping a vegetarian diet, reading 
scriptures by day, and meditating at night from an early age.  The king 
has no sons and hoped to choose an heir from among his sons-in-law.  
When Miao-shan reached the marriageable age, however, she refused 
to get married, unlike her two elder sisters, who had both obediently 
married the men chosen by their father.  The king was greatly angered 
by her refusal and punished her harshly in different ways.  She was 
first confined to the back garden and subjected to hard labor.  When, 
with the aid of gods, she completed the tasks, she was allowed to go to 
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the White Sparrow Nunnery to undergo further trials in the hope of 
discouraging her from pursuing the religious path.  She persevered, and 
the king burned down the nunnery, killed five hundred nuns, and had 
Miao-shan executed for her unfilial behavior.  While her body was 
safeguarded by a mountain spirit, Miao-shan’s soul toured hell and 
saved beings there by preaching to them.  She returned to the world, 
went to Hsiang-shan, meditated for nine years, and achieved 
enlightenment.  By this time, the kind had become seriously ill with a 
mysterious disease that resisted all medical treatment.  Miao-shan 
disguised as a mendicant monk, came to the palace and told the dying 
king that there was only one remedy that could save him: a medicine 
concocted with the eyes and hands of someone who had never felt 
anger.  She further told the astonished king where to find such a 
person.  When the king’s messenger arrived, Miao-shan willingly 
offered her eyes and hands. The father recovered after taking the 
medicine and came to Hsiang-shan with the royal party on a 
pilgrimage to offer thanks to his savior.  He recognized the eyeless and 
handless ascetic as no other than his own daughter.  Overwhelmed with 
remorse, he and the rest of the royal family all converted to Buddhism.  
Miao-shan was transformed into her true form, that of the Thousand-
eyed and Thousand-armed Kuan-yin.  After the apotheosis, Miao-shan 
passed away and a pagoda was erected to house her relics (Yu 2001: 
391-392).  
 
I argue that the excessive character of Princess Miao-shan could be thought to 
transmit an exaggerated model of conduct. Therefore what is transmitted in the 
Princess Miao-shan tale is not a moral model but moral ambivalence that painfully 
awakens feelings.  It forces listeners and/or audiences into moral reasoning rather than 
obedience to moral precepts or codes of conduct.  The princess’s actions in the story 
provoke awe and admiration but leaves listeners mystified and unsure about which 
path to follow; it engenders amongst listeners a deep concern about what counts as 
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virtuous or not.  The recurring themes of pity, fear, pain, suffering, defiance, 
strangeness and piety are a central feature of the story that showcase moral dilemmas 
of the heroine-protagonist.  The story encodes morality that affects people’s self-
reflection by serving not (only) as moral instructions but “potential areas…with a 
multiplicity of voices” (Ludwig 2009: 137).  More importantly, the tale shows how 
one’s morality is constituted through the narrative practice of invoking and 
experiencing emotion.  It is appreciated as a straightforward tale about compassion 
and salvation as well as the emotions of mild shock, horror and pain that it evokes but 
it also serves as an important narrative and pedagogical source for the reproduction of 
values such as filial piety and faith.   
There are hundreds of other Kuan-yin mythical tales that are told, performed 
and written in religious tracts and moral literature; the point of these stories is to 
record the boundless redemptive powers of Kuan-yin through her countless 
manifestations in all kinds of difficult situations that one could possibly imagine in 
the human as well as non-human realms.  Compassion is always part of these stories, 
and the story of Miao-shan is the acme of compassion where sacrifice is the highest 
gift of the incarnate spirit.  It is a gift of the self that not only gives up the body but 
incarnate deities intend that gift and through it establish bonds between man and the 
divine world.  It is what some scholars call a “gift bond” that “precedes or is created 
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by donation and that it is absent, suspended, or severed in commodity exchange” 
(Hyde 2007: 80).  In other words also, these scholars suggest that the gift and its 
activity of giving cannot be read through the logic or rationale of economic exchange 
in the material world, but only in the languages of spiritual and moral economies31.  
Among many KYCO followers, an important “working definition” of 
compassion comes from Sai Baba (1926-2011) – the Hindu guru-mystic-
philanthropist who operated mainly out of the South Indian city of Puttaparthi.  Sai 
Baba followers come from all over the world and his following is estimated to be in 
the millions.  His followers, admirers and supporters are attracted largely by the 
miracles and wonders performed at his hands as well as his teachings, which they 
marvel as simple yet spiritually profound.  In Malaysia as well as Singapore, Sai Baba 
commands a significant following that comprises mainly of Chinese middle and 
upper-middle class households and it is seen by others - particularly Malaysian 
Indians as a “rich man’s cult” (Kent 1999:34).  Sai Baba teaches a doctrine of 
universal love and spirituality that purports to transcend religious differences where 
he preaches a message of peace, prosperity and universal salvation.  Most of his 
teachings are in the form of poems, songs and quotes: 
“Where there is Faith, there is Love; 
Where there is Love, there is Peace; 
                                       
31  On moral economies, see Joel Robbins’ work entitled “Rethinking gifts and commodities: 
reciprocity, recognition, and the morality of exchange” in Economics and morality: anthropological 
approaches, Katherine Browne and B. Lynne Milgram eds. (2009).  
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Where there is Peace, there is Truth; 
Where there is Truth, there is God; 
Where there is God, there is Bliss. 
… 
Love is giving and forgiving; selfishness is getting and forgetting. 
Love all; serve all. 
Love is a bridge over the sea of change. Do not build a house on it.” 
 
Sai Baba’s idiom of universality and salvation appeal tremendously to 
KYCO’s middle-class English-language sensibilities, whose overtone of universal 
encompassment is especially poignant in Malaysia where the Malay community seeks 
to express its claim to political primacy and other socio-economic rights based on 
ethnic as well as religious exclusivity and differences.  When I asked Mr. Neo Eng 
Koon – one of Sifu’s most trusted disciples and “heir-apparent” to the leadership 
mantle of KYCO, how justifiable is it to rely on the ideas of a Hindu guru, he said, 
“Baba is the divine himself.  He is so compassionate that he takes on the suffering of 
others.”  For Mr. Neo, Sai Baba is the divine incarnate that epitomizes righteous 
suffering in the image of a savior who suffers compassionately for the sickness, 
danger and misery of others; and whose image is linked to the emotional structure of 
parental love.  By reminding themselves as parents who feel love and compassion for 
their children, they identify themselves as children of gurus and/or Kuan-yin whose 
love and compassion for humanity is so great that they/she would put their/her own 
welfare and/or themselves on the line in order to save everyone else first.  It is 
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“compassion-in-reverse” (倒行慈悲), said Mr. Neo with no clear reference as to 
whether he is talking about Kuan-yin, Sai Baba or both.  Thus it is this complex 
entwinement of spiritual and cultural strands articulated in an intensely emotional 
language of sacrifice and love that greatly inform as well as characterize the tone of 
compassion in KYCO’s spiritual ministrations. 
Sacrifice is a strong theme in the Kuan-yin narrative just as it is also a 
common theme in many religious traditions – Jesus Christ is seen as the “perfect 
sacrifice” in Christian theology of God’s compassion for mankind, and the Buddhist 
Jataka stories epitomize sacrifice as the fundamental act of compassion of the 
Bodhisattva.  Followers seek to enact and embody sacrifice as an ideal human 
disposition in their daily lives through the service of giving, where to give willingly 
and freely is regarded as an important marker of compassion.  Giving is not always 
and purely social, for gifts also connect people to the divine.  In many religious 
traditions, the gift of offerings turn the face of the divine towards man; and where the 
divine approaches man bearing gifts establishes the bond between man and the 
spiritual state to which the divine manifests.  In the ideology of the Bodhisattva, the 
highest gift one could make is a gift of oneself that saves, revalues and/or redeems 
others.  The story that followers tell about Kuan-yin emphasizes the virtues of 
compassion and sacrifice.  The story is regarded as a confirmation for the discourse of 
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compassion that corresponds to Sifu’s teachings in which the emotional significance 
of compassion and sacrifice is emphasized.  
One of the goals that KYCO followers aspire to achieve in fulfilling the 
service of giving is to be able to give or render help to anyone who needs it without a 
moment’s hesitation.  This goal highlights the ideological notion that the emotional 
worth of a gift bond is largely determined by how it is to be given; that the act of 
giving has to be instantaneous and without any deliberation.  Any hesitation on the 
part of the giver puts forth the consideration that there is thinking involved, the 
weighing of pros and cons, consideration of costs and benefits, risks and rewards etc.  
It implies making quantitative evaluation typical in commodity exchanges and the 
marketplace that “indignifies” the idealism of giving.  
Giving is a key topic in several of Sifu’s Dharma lectures where he iterates 
giving in distinctively emotional and spiritual terms.  He emphasizes giving as a 
moral impulse characteristic of a mother’s response to her child’s cry for help, 
describing this impulse as a felt emotion that moves people into taking action.  In a 
sense the active discourse about giving is seen as a manifestation of compassion that 
once embodied becomes a “perspective-changing, priority-shifting” moral impetus.  
Thus when followers find themselves confronted by human suffering, they must be 
able to have the capacity for compassion to spur them into spontaneous and effective 
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action.  In his teachings on the topic of giving, Sifu focuses on how one should exert 
oneself towards giving and yet be uncontrived about it.  There is more emphasis 
placed on one’s intention, desire and feelings than the real act itself.  From his 
teachings, one gets a sense that giving is strongly motivated by a moral and humanist 
desire, for its own sake and on its own merit.  In an extensive lecture on giving, Sifu 
said: 
“I just want to say our Path actually is a Path of Giving.   More than 
prayers because praying is passive, giving is active…You will find that 
many people will be coming to your life to give help to you, just as 
you have given help to many, now they are coming back to help you.  
And it was so.  That is the Law of Karma but at the back of our mind 
we should not be thinking if I give you something, I must have 
something back in return, either from you or from Divine.  It is just 
that it must be mutual; that giving is a joy, giving is a pleasure, giving 
is a practice.  So make your life that of giving and experience the joys 
of giving.  But you are not giving something to want to experience the 
joy then you will find no joy.  When you give spontaneously, actually, 
it is the joy of giving.  The joy of giving need not come from your side 
that you have given something, a help or a praise, to another person.  
When you give, you see the joy in the person who receives your gift of 
friendship, your gift of love, whatever you want to give.  That is the 
joy received – a person’s face just beams and you feel gladdened.  
Because of the reaction of the other person, then you experience the 
joy of giving but you have to do it spontaneously; unplanned.  This is a 
Path of Spontaneity, first and foremost - don’t forget.   We never plan, 
we do not contrive.   Everything that we do must be an outburst of 
feeling from our heart to another person…” 
 
Sifu’s words convey the opinion that followers should approach giving with a 
sense of the heart and in a condition of mindfulness.  The emphasis on the joy and 
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pleasure of giving as the rewards of giving rather than the expectation of return also 
conveys a veiled critique of followers who are known to be miserly and calculative 
with their money.  For the others, Sifu’s proposition is not a simple one: it is often 
fraught with tension because of its contradiction that makes the straightforward 
gesture of giving complicated as exemplified in Jenny’s account above.  While much 
of the Buddhist discourse and popular culture give weight to notions of radical 
sacrifice and virtuous ideals, people find it challenging to realize them.  To live in 
accordance to these ideals, KYCO followers turn the lens upon themselves and 
become critically self-conscious.  They approach themselves with caution and even 
skepticism; they rely on Sifu to remind them of their susceptibility to selfish desires 
that problematize rather than affirm charitable giving for example, and thus to provide 
them with guidance and perspectives. 
Followers generally insist on the meaningfulness of their giving and do not 
expect or want anything in return.  They idealize affections and seek to move human 
relations beyond the social pressures of obligation and civility.  In a way, they seek to 
establish relationships based on affections that would not be perceived in terms of 
power and debt or based on any other conditions.  Recipients are expected to be aware 
of their relationship to the giver as something more worthy than the particular gift 
itself, and their gratitude is much more of a response to the affection it carries than to 
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the gift.  Their gratitude is a deep affection that expresses social emotion and 
establishes a social bond between them.  
 
Karma 
The notion of selfless giving is shaped by the notion of “karma” that the gifts 
they bear today may be returned in other forms, through other ways and by other 
people, in the future.  Swee Kiat spoke about karma and sacrifice in a parable of 
Kuan-yin during one of our late-evening conversations.  I was not familiar with the 
parable.  He said: 
“In one of Kuan-yin’s past lives, she was a monk sharing berth on a 
boat with a robber who had malicious intention.  There were only three 
people on the boat: the oarsman, the monk and the robber.  The robber 
planned to rob both the monk and the oarsman before throwing them 
overboard.  Because of his accomplished level of meditation, the monk 
had clairvoyant abilities and therefore knew of the robber’s evil 
intents.  The monk could also see that the robber would be condemned 
in hell for the crimes he would commit especially for the killing of a 
monk.  So out of compassion, the monk killed the robber even before 
he acted and the monk ended up in hell instead.  But because of his 
compassionate intention and good karma accumulated from past lives, 
the monk barely spent a second in hell and he was reborn into the 
realm of the heavens.  This type of killing, which has the intention to 
save others, is ok.  It is a sacrifice.” 
 
I was aghast at the story and asked Swee Kiat how one could ever justify the 
taking of lives.  Swee Kiat responded calmly and said, “Not everyone has the kind of 
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accomplishment as the monk”. The robber was killed only to save him from himself, 
said Swee Kiat.  He firmly added that this was an exceptional example where killing 
when performed out of “righteous compassion” for others, is morally acceptable.  The 
concept of karma in which life is viewed as a continuous existence of rebirth, plays a 
central role in Swee Kiat’s notion of righteous compassion.  The ideas of karmic 
retribution, cause-and-effect, perpetuity of existence through an incessant cycle of 
death and rebirth, of hellish as well as heavenly realms of existence etc. thus render 
the worldview for Swee Kiat; these ideas might have provided possibilities for him to 
construct his own experiences in a meaningful way although some of those values are 
not only self-contradictory but highly questionable. 
As a popular religious concept, karma provides explanation for why things go 
wrong.  From a theoretical Buddhism perspective, karma expresses the relationship 
between cause and effect. Whatever else it may be, karma is a theory of causation that 
provides explanation for human fortunes as well as misfortunes; it is a theory of 
cause-and-effect, reap-as-you-would-sow and is simultaneously retrospective as well 
as prospective.  There are innumerable beliefs, myths and parables about “reaping as 
you sow”; it includes the graphic imagery of the “Eighteen Levels of Hell” where 
gruesome punishment awaits those who have to pay for their moral digressions. 
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In more specific cultural contexts, karma is about some uncertain factor, often 
the stuff of everyday life and public discussions that either constrain or enable certain 
possibilities.  In practice, karma appears as a complex set of ideas ranging from an 
ideology that supports the status quo to a concept that supports activism.  It 
encompasses a wide range of interpretations and multiple responses that provide for 
ambivalences and ironies alongside possibilities.  Karma is simultaneously the source 
and product of life’s events, courses of action and/or selves.  Like the popular Chinese 
notion of fate, karma is regarded as a “black-box” that offers people “a language with 
which they can critically account for life’s vicissitudes” (Hatfield 2002: 859).  
More particularly, karma provides explanations for why things go wrong as 
well as arguments that present action as futile.  Other times, karma is raised as a 
natural law, an impartial logic that is obscure but often the stuff of discussions and/or 
explanations either constraining or enabling certain possibilities as well as courses of 
action that seem inevitable.  Thus karma appears as a concept that supports the “status 
quo” but also “change” and “transformation” which bears notions of agency and 
activism.  Scholars have provided a “tropology of karma” that show multiple forms in 
which karma is expressed and actualized in societies, attending to specific contexts 
such as Thai Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism (Keyes 1975, 1977; Keyes and Daniel 
1983).  Karma has been described in terms of a distinctive connection between moral 
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responsibility and destiny in popular Hinduism; scholars noted how Tibetan 
Buddhists seem to “speculate more about karmic prospects than they do about 
retrospects”, and Keyes(1983) discussed the emphasis that Thai Buddhists place on 
actions that produce karmic merit or believed to enhance one’s karmic prospects.  
Central to these various cultural explanations of karma is the vacillation between the 
notion that one can alter and/or redirect one’s own destiny, and the idea that one’s fate 
is already prescribed and unalterable. 
Despite the desire and emphasis that people have in their ability to account for 
and take moral responsibility for their actions, they still find themselves in situations 
that they cannot explain as the direct consequences of their actions.  And in such 
circumstances, they invoke karma or “karmic destiny” as an explanation for why the 
situation has arisen.  Karma is not used as an excuse; the invocation of karma does not 
eliminate moral responsibility but is construed as a law, an impersonal force over 
which one has no control over but under which every living thing - both human, 
supra-human and non-human beings are subjected to.  Keyes explains: 
“In one sense, it can be said that any human, simply by virtue of being 
human, has been preordained by karma to be subject to the slings and 
arrows of many different kinds of outrageous fortune.  Concomitantly, 
one has been given, by virtue of one’s karmic destiny, the ability to 
identify these varieties of forces and the concomitant knowledge of 
how to attempt to alleviate or protect oneself against the sufferings 
they bring.  If one does not act in accordance with this ability and 
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knowledge, one will most certainly suffer.  Yet, one’s action may be of 
no avail” (Keyes 1983: 16-17).   
 
More often, the concept of karma is deployed in a negative sense as an 
appraisal of misfortunes – followers used it to explain why children are born with 
disabilities such as Down Syndrome; why some people are millionaires and others 
poor; why some people experience and suffer from natural disasters, wars etc. while 
others live in relative safety, and so on.  Sifu teaches about karma that is centered on 
the processes of transformation, restoration and purification along a temporal sense of 
(im)moral times32.  His teaching on karma is purported to come from a divine 
message transmitted by the Vagabond Monk, Chi-gong several years ago, and it is 
“revealed” only recently in February 2009 because it has been deemed to be 
“relevant” for its time.  During this period of time, the country was rocked by a 
political crisis in the state of Perak33 and it reached a new low when nude pictures of a 
female opposition assemblyman were illegally circulated via the mobile phone 
network and internet 34 .  Political opportunists stoked and raved about her 
“immorality”, and called for her resignation.  Several Malaysian commentators have 
                                       
32 See Appendix 6 for a transcript of Sifu’s lecture entitled “Karma”, delivered on 19 February 2009.  
33 On 4 Feb 2009, a beaming Datuk Seri Najib Razak – Prime Minister of Malaysia, announced that the 
ruling coalition party BN had the majority to take-over from the opposition coalition PKR in order to 
form the Perak government.  The three “leap-froggers” as portrayed in the popular media — 
Jamaluddin Mohd Radzi, Mohd Osman Mohd Jailu and Datuk Hee Yit Fong, had quit their respective 
parties in PKR to become “BN-friendly independents”.  Their party hopping antics would culminate in 
a series of bizarre events, with long-term repercussions for Malaysia’s constitutional monarchy and 
democracy.  See also “Perak: a state of crisis” (Audrey Quay 2010).  
34 See Nutgraph report “Naked Cyber-voyeurism” by Nick Choo.  19 February 2009. 
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stood-up and rightly pointed out how these crises raised the issue, or rather the lack of 
“principled leadership” in the country.  In light of all these socio-political happenings 
that exacerbated a sense of immoral times, Sifu proclaimed the “righteous path”: 
“Right now this year of course is more than tumultuous because the 
whole economy is going to be shaken and they are not sure what 
tomorrow will be or how next month another country could be going 
into recession.   You will not be affected but you will be affected 
definitely.  Why?  Because with monetary problem comes social 
problems.  That is why we have to be very careful with life…We see 
the karmic pattern.  Once we learn Dharma, we know how to see life 
ahead.  This is what you and I can do.  Kuan-yin has called us to lead 
the new life.  Change before heaven changes you.  Let us be on the 
path of righteousness.  The world needs righteous people like you.   If 
you have virtue, you help the poor person.  Now if you fall down and 
get bashed in the head, people just walk away.  That is why Kuan-yin 
is training us in some way to live the new life because we are here to 
help the birthing of the new world.  You must face the new world.  Are 
you going to change your life and live it anew to make sure the new 
world come to be?  The world doesn’t need to change and the world 
doesn’t change for you.  It’s when people change, the world changes.  
See it this way.  We have thirty years of teachings.  In six years, you 
are someone very useful to the world if you follow the teachings.  You 
won’t have to worry about birth and death any more.” 
 
Followers are encouraged to improve their lives, including their future karma 
through moral and/or righteous actions.  Sifu’s general message resonates with what 
scholars of Chinese popular religions see as the idea that “moral behavior would 
generate worldly success and good fortune…” and also “if people behave morally, 
gods and other celestial spirits will assist them but they must first qualify for this 
assistance by their moral actions” (DeBernardi 2006:66-67).  In this nexus of karmic 
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morality, personal ambitions in pursuit of material gains and upward social mobility 
are often entwined with moral and spiritual aspirations; material attainments are 
regarded as a confirmation of moral anterior lives, where morality and prosperity are 
mutually affirming rather than antagonistic.  Here, a “good” person is a moral person; 
and a moral person is a successful person.  Karmic morality confirms social status and 
vice versa. 
 
The “Good Life” - Fu, Lu, Shou 
Peter is a KYCO follower whom I briefly met in Penang.  Richard – one of 
KYCO’s elder and Sifu’s most trusted disciple, insisted that I hook up with Peter.  
Richard made a personal phone call to Peter requesting him to help me out in my 
research.  Peter is a genial secondary school teacher who looked to be his early fifties.  
He is a culture and history enthusiast, with a deep knowledge of Penang society and 
local Chinese traditions.  He lives in Bukit Mertajam (in Penang state on the mainland 
of Peninsular Malaysia) and teaches at one of the most well known secondary schools 
there.  According to Richard, Peter has been the “go to” person for many researchers 
who have studied local Chinese religion and culture in Penang.  Over one weekend, 
we arranged to meet at the front gate of University Sains Malaysia on Penang island 
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where he picked me up in his car and took me out to breakfast at a popular prawn 
noodle stall.   
Over a steaming bowl of prawn noodle soup, I described my research project 
to the best that I could.  Peter was a sympathetic listener.   For the rest of the day, we 
visited the venerable Kuan-yin temple on bustling Pitt street, the famous Tua Pek 
Kong temple nestled in the quiet oasis of Tanjong Tokong amidst land reclamation, 
condominium and shopping mall developments and an ancestral temple in the vicinity 
that belonged to a wealthy Chinese family which had a “spirit writing” device.  But 
before the little excursion, Peter brought me to visit a nearby Sai Baba shrine that was 
set up in the house of an Indian devotee.  The main hall, which was empty of all 
furniture except for a life size portrait of Sai Baba, was used as a gathering place for 
worship.  In another room, there is a small shrine dedicated to Sai Baba and other 
Hindu deities where incense and candles are lit as offerings.  Peter pointed out to me 
the “vibhuti” – yellow-colored ash that has accumulated around the portrait and altar 
of Sai Baba, as a manifestation of the miracle of Sai Baba.  It was purported that the 
vibhuti could be used as a topical applicant on the body to treat certain skin diseases.  
I wondered if it was sulfur powder but it did not smell like it.  In the confines of the 
room with a scorching sun outside and after a meal of piping-hot prawn noodle soup, I 
thought that I might just pass-out from the heat.  I could smell a distinctive fragrance 
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in the still air and instead felt a sense of “coolness” coursing through my body.  Peter 
affirmed my vibes about the place and we lingered on for a little while.  As we talked, 
I came to know a bit more about Peter and his perspectives, which resonated with the 
popular Chinese religious and cultural world-view about fate and karma as those 
primary constructs of the “good life”.  He said, “Success in life is thirty percent fate 
and seventy percent through one’s own effort and volition,” quoting the chorus line of 
a popular Hokkien song35.  
Later on, as we were driving along, Peter pointed out to me the estate of one of 
Penang’s most prominent millionaire before launching into a discourse about the good 
life.  He remarked that the millionaire had such great wealth but no fortune because he 
had neither the health to enjoy it nor children of his own to carry on his legacy.  It was 
his karma said the secondary school teacher, for the millionaire had not been known 
to be a generous or kind sort of person, echoing popular proverbs which emphasize 
that life is really somewhat “predestined”, “fated” and/or “determined by karma”, yet 
modifiable through one’s own efforts by moral and/or magical means (Smith 1993: 
163 in  DeBernardi 2006: 60).  
The concept of the good life and its vicissitudes can be explained through the 
Chinese symbolic representation of prosperity (Fu), social status (Lu) and longevity 
                                       
35 The Hokkien song’s title is called “Strive to Succeed” (要拼才能赢) and the chorus goes “fate 




(Shou) as well as the poetics of fate and karma.  The good life provides an important 
framework within which people make sense of their moral expectations as well as 
practices and experiences.  Aspiring to a good life is akin to “being” or “becoming” 
human defined in terms of the attainment of wealth, social status and family.  It is 
represented symbolically in popular Chinese religious culture by the “Three Star 
Gods” who are dressed in traditional Chinese costumes: the first figure carries a child 
and represents prosperity as well as good fortune “Fu”; the second wears the robes of 
a magistrate and represents social status “Lu”; the last figure has a bald, high forehead 
and he holds an immortality peach in one hand and a medicine gourd in the other, 
representing longevity “Shou”. 
“Fu” relates to happiness and good fortune; it is synonymous with the English 
word “blessings”.  KYCO devotees and followers pray for blessings and they 
participate in Dharma sessions to receive blessings; blessings are equated with 
harmonious relationships, successful careers and businesses.  It is generally linked to 
a flourishing material life, which means an abundance of wealth and freedom from 
worry.  People aspire not only to wealth but also towards the attainment of social 
status and recognition exemplified by “Lu”, represented as a Mandarin official.  
Officialdom in the Confucian frame of reference was a path to financial success, 
reputation and prestige.  Although social status is represented in the form of the 
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Mandarin official, status amongst the Chinese in Malaysia depends on wealth rather 
than the cultivated distinctions of the elite Confucian scholar-official.  Thus 
successful entrepreneurs and businessmen such as Sifu are accorded elite status where 
wealth is not only an indication of a person’s moral worth but it enables individuals to 
perform charity that further confirm their moral worthiness.  According to scholars, 
wealth enables the demonstration of public benevolence that accrues social distinction 
to those with the means (DeBernardi 2006: 59).  For example, Sifu sometimes makes 
off-the-cuff references to “Tan Sri36” in his talks whom followers recognize as Tan 
Sri Dato Vincent Tan - the founder and chairman of Berjaya Corporation, one of 
Malaysia’s largest private conglomerate with extensive businesses in property, 
tourism, retail and gaming/lottery, as his “lunch kaki” or close associate he could 
reach any moment on his phone.  Vincent Tan is a well-known figure in Malaysia; he 
is recognized as one of the most successful and wealthy businessman who is also an 
active donor to various charities and humanitarian programs.  Nobody really talks 
about “Tan Sri” and his connection (if any) with KYCO but wealthy business elites 
such as Vincent Tan command tremendous respect: they are highly visible, widely 
recognized and honored at public events where they would sit at head of tables, make 
speeches, lead others in song and give awards.  Sifu’s role as the founder-leader of 
                                       
36 “Tan Sri” is the second most senior title and an honorific for recipients of the Panglima Mangku 
Negara (PMN) and Panglima Setia Mahkota (PSM) awards which are conferred by the Malaysian 
Federal government.  
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KYCO reenacts this social status and distinction of wealth: he sits at the front of the 
congregation, delivers lectures, leads in prayers and gives blessings.  Through his 
purported association with Tan Sri, followers and devotees in Sifu’s Dharma session 
thus partake albeit symbolically in a social network of wealth and prestige.  Finally, 
people pray for long life and good health symbolized by “Shou”, represented by the 
third star god who has a high bald forehead, carries a peach in one hand and a 
medicinal gourd in the other.  The preservation of health and healing are also one of 
the most important things that people wish for through their participation in Dharma 
activities at KYCO.   
Wealth, good fortune, high status as well as longevity define and constitute the 
good life for most followers.  While they long for the good life, they do not 
necessarily attain it because it is difficult for any person to acquire all three 
ingredients that make-up the good life.  Perhaps for many ordinary KYCO followers 
such as Peter, life might have been seen as somewhat incomplete and imperfect in 
comparison to elites such as Vincent Tan.  
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I seek to demonstrate how KYCO’s discourse of morality is 
animated by the dialectics of compassion and the good life as well as karma which 
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provide concepts, categories, objects and occasions “of and for” meaningful, moral 
practices and ideas.  
While I have attempted to resolve why people are willing to “consume” and 
embody these ideals and morals, I have also tried to address how this has occurred by 
highlighting the critical role Sifu plays in the production and propagation of these 
ideas, moralities as well as ways of thinking and feeling, through the manipulation 
and control of interpretive esoteric knowledge.  The question is, do these ideals and 
morals pose an important critique or commentary about society? Does the rhetoric of 
giving arouse a significant or deep-enough consciousness about others? Does it 
generate a deeper awareness and understanding about ourselves as well as the world 
in general?  
For all its reflexivity, the discourse of compassion rarely if ever challenges the 
prevailing social as well as cultural structures and dominant ideologies, nor does it 
reject existing status hierarchies.  Most followers, like Jenny do little more than 
internalize the rhetoric on a conceptual and personal level, rather than putting it into 
social action.  It does not compel followers to question or seek ways to transcend the 
conditions of their material existence, either personally or in relation to society at 
large.  Followers may not necessarily be revolutionaries but they are moved to engage 
in moral self-critique that influences their perspectives about themselves and the 
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world.  In spite of the moral rhetoric and reflexivity, followers are not necessarily 
inspired to experience dramatic changes in their social consciousness.  They strive to 
direct this moral reflexivity towards idioms of individual compassion and generosity 
rather than solidarity as humankind.  Through the practice of giving, followers seek to 
accomplish their moral objectives without compromising the status quo.  Because 
their actions and practices revolve around their socio-cultural comfort zones of the 
good life and karma etc., the possibility that their social, political and spiritual views 
as well as assumptions are unlikely to be challenged in any meaningful ways.  Therein 
lies the moral conundrum: they would not begin to understand for example the 
suffering of poverty and oppression in systemic terms, for they could only see it or 
choose to see it according to the logic of moral individualism and responsibility i.e. 
cause-and-effect, sow-as-one-would-reap ideologies.  Others may seek more drastic 
changes but they nevertheless participate in the same gestures, practices and rationale, 









KYCO at unit number 3-5, Jalan 20/19 Taman Paramount, Petaling Jaya in the 
evenings of Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday as well as Sunday morning is constantly 
filled with people engaging in Dharma activities.  Beginning from 7pm until 9:30pm, 
the premise rings softly with melodic Buddhist chanting and singing, which adds an 
ethereal feel to the tranquility of its surrounding lake garden.  There is an almost 
palpable sense of power, something emanating from the deliberate voice of Sifu 
echoing through the in-house speakers and in the pensive gaze of his audience.  There 
is no doubt in them that the KYCO space they fill almost every other day of the week 
is abundant with a purposeful and contemplative energy.  But there is also a profound 
sense of melancholy that is matched by feelings of love and compassion for others.  
For a few precious hours on those days, the space offers not only temporary respite 
from the assaults of city life but also a space for followers to reflect, to express and to 
seek solutions and answers to life’s problems; it is also a space for them to draw 
strength and/or find solace in the company of their “brothers and sisters in Dharma”.  
The power or energy that they draw upon, mobilize and renew is an everyday power 
of affection as well as personal effectiveness.  
Listening to Sifu’s Dharma lectures and watching enraptured KYCO followers 
diligently taking notes and engulfed in their own thoughts, I am alerted to the 
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seriousness that they take towards the aspiration of “becoming Bodhisattvas” or as 
Sifu said in one of his Dharma lectures in February 2009, “…to transform ourselves 
from human-hood to Bodhisattva-hood”.  Here, the transformative potential of 
compassion is a powerful rhetoric that carries more than its amount of weight 
amongst followers.  Transformation and change are central objectives in Sifu’s 
teachings, and so are they core ideas in Chinese religious traditions and radical 
literature such as the Lotus Sutra.  Yet these traditions, whether in pursuit of sage-
hood or Bodhisattva-hood, are not the only or necessarily the main cultural reference 
points for KYCO whose membership comprises predominantly of Chinese urban, 
middle-class English speaking professionals and businessmen who also furbish their 
own understanding with other English language materials from Sai Baba, Tibetan 
Buddhism, Theosophy, American New Age teachings and popular psychology 
references.  All these have come to inform the ideas and processes through which they 
make of themselves the kind of people they think they ought to become.  They are no 
strangers to the reflexive anxieties contained in the socio-political discourse of race 
and religion that permeates Malaysian society as well as the global socio-economic 
uncertainties of the times, which they voice not as the cause nor condition of suffering 
but challenges to be overcome by themselves.  By working on themselves, they seek 
to transform the moralities of their social worlds. 
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Sifu teaches that these objectives of transformation and change are achievable.  
Through self-cultivation, which encompasses the practices of singing, chanting, 
praying, listening, writing and contemplating, the motivated follower is believed to 
attain virtue, particularly the quality of compassion as a state of mind, perception, 
emotion and disposition.  These practices of working on oneself so as to make oneself 
into a compassionate kind of person, not only in the eyes of others but more 
importantly for oneself, are somewhat akin to Michel Foucault’s exposition of 
“technologies of the self37”.  Technologies of the self describe the means by which 
religious aspirants establish a moral relationship with themselves by permitting them 
“to effect by their own means, or with the help of others, a certain number of 
operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as 
to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, 
perfection, or immortality” (Foucault 2000: 225).  
In this thesis, I have mainly sought to understand and explicate KYCO and its 
spiritual ideologies from the perspectives of my interlocutors, examining how these 
ideas, goals and aspirations have been “made possible” through their traditions, 
                                       
37 In his exposition on technologies of the self, Foucault also highlights important presumptions about 
the self: he shows the problem of a Cartesian or dualist rendition of the self in terms of mind and body 
that assumes the body to be inferior and subjected to the mind.  Foucault asserts that the body 
conditions the mind by demonstrating how the soul, subjectivity and consciousness are produced 
through a continuous process or “routinization” of practices of the body, and views the ethical or moral 
life as a “daily bodily exercise”.  He treats those bodily practices as an inspiration for contemporary 




practices and social as well as personal experiences and circumstances.  In my 
discussions, I have sought to demonstrate how the ambitions, aspirations, ideals and 
frustrations followers faced ought to be understood in terms of self-hood and 
morality, in which these issues are often framed.  In most of the conversations, 
Dharma lectures, in-house literature, events and activities that I have recorded, 
described and analyzed, I have found certain incidents, stories, idioms and 
expressions of compassion and sacrifice to be quite compelling at times.  For 
followers, compassion represents a personal goal that is rooted in a fundamentally 
humanistic outlook on life and sacrifice as a difficult but necessary act to realize this 
goal.  Compassion and sacrifice form the central tenets of KYCO teachings, and self-
cultivation with its underpinnings in a synthesis of spiritual ideologies and practices, 
is the principle method by which these tenets are to be realized.  I have tried to 
highlight the significance of moral and religious conceptions by considering how they 
become meaningful for people to lead their lives.  This does not necessarily mean 
people will act and/or behave in a moral way but that these concepts provide a 
framework within which moral as well as spiritual experiences make sense.  I sought 
to show how spiritual practices and conceptions have come to shape moral worlds as 
well as provide the means for moral self-constitution by highlighting morality as a 
conscious effort where one becomes reflective and reflexive about a particular way of 
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being in the world; about what one must do, say, think or feel in order to attain or 
acquire a way of becoming, if not being a Bodhisattva.  I have also described the 
processes of working on the self where these Bodhisattva aspirants perform practices 
on themselves or with other persons through self-cultivation.  
 In Chapter 1, I traced KYCO’s practice of self-cultivation and notion of 
redemptive power to the tradition of redemptive cults whose ideas of universalism and 
morality expounded by charismatic teacher-masters proclaiming powers of wisdom, 
healing and clairvoyance, have continued to be popular in contemporary and modern 
times.  I also discussed Kuan-yin as a popular myth and public discourse of this 
morality and virtue.  
 In Chapter 2, I provided an overview of the social background in which 
KYCO establishes itself as a moral uplifting and self-cultivation spiritual organization 
that seeks to promote a culture of “civility” in public association and interaction, 
emphasizing respect for others.  It offers an ethnographic glimpse into the world of 
KYCO and describes my entry into the field. 
 In Chapter 3, I examined the charismatic and moral leadership Sifu Tony 
Wong has come to embody as the founder-leader of KYCO.  I argue that his 
leadership has been built on what followers find to be a compelling and innovative 
ideology of morality and spiritualism.  Sifu’s charismatic appeal has been nothing out 
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of the extraordinary for there have been precedents of many spiritual teacher-masters 
in Malaysia who - like Sifu, have been concerned about propagating virtues under 
rapidly changing and modernizing social conditions. 
 I discussed in Chapter 4 the profiles of three KYCO followers and highlighted 
their personal backgrounds as well as circumstances under which their spiritual 
conviction and commitment have been made real and palpable.  
 I also show in Chapters 5 and 6 the centrality of self-cultivation practice 
including singing, praying, chanting, listening to Dharma lectures, writing and 
contemplation as a regime followers undertake to develop virtues and cultivate 
virtuous habits.  The practice of self-cultivation is essential because followers come to 
recognize their own experiences as deeply profound, sacred, valuable, moral and even 
life changing.  
 In Chapter 7, I addressed the moral conundrum that followers have come to 
face, illuminating KYCO’s difficult mission and the fragility of its moral discourse 
inflected by competing socio-cultural as well as religious imperatives and aspirations 
of compassion and sacrifice.  
How do we interpret these spiritual aspirations of compassion and sacrifice in 
light of contemporary urban and modern life in Malaysia?  I argue that their 
utterances and practices may be regarded as a form of life-cultivation arts that 
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however apolitical or anti-political they appear and/or profess to be – are a political 
practice. The transformation that they seek in society and the utopia in which they 
invest themselves for the future are to be realized mainly through self-cultivation.  
Throughout my discussions of KYCO, its followers and their activities in Kuala 
Lumpur, I have sought to demonstrate how their collective aspirations and frustrations 
are to be understood in terms of morality and spirituality, which correspond to notions 
of civil responsibility and public service.  It is in those terms that followers who shun 
social activism embrace self-cultivation as a practice that promotes life as well as a 
civil society.  Self-cultivation is explicitly spiritual; it is not overtly political but it is a 
tactic of everyday life that allows people to “escape without leaving” the social and 
political order which people have come to experience as unstable attributable to an 
inept government unable to deal with rising crime and political infighting.  As a form 
of non-action with respect to sovereignty, it seeks social change and/or transformation 
from within.  KYCO carries out a quiet revolution followers describe as an “inner 
transformation” or “transformation of the heart”, which has unfolded from within a 
global milieu that has nourished a wide range of spiritual and moral projects in 
religion, art and politics. 
I have sought to discuss in this thesis, a Malaysian Chinese spiritual life and 
practice in its cultural, social and political context. Following my interlocutors, the 
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notion of “religion” is not confined to “established” traditions such as Buddhism, 
Taoism, Christianity etc.; it encompasses popular religion, Theosophy, New Age 
Spiritualism and Sai Baba Hinduism which are treated not as distinct systems, but as 
moral and spiritual expressions interwoven in the Malaysian context. And I have 
discussed the ways in which these spiritual ideas and aspirations are communicated 
and enacted in the various situations and circumstances of individuals and their 
families.   
KYCO has come to exemplify a form of spiritual practice as well as 
spirituality that is not necessarily “modern” given the tradition and history of 
redemptive cults led by urban, well-educated social elites who drew on and 
synthesized Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, Christianity and Islam, but it is 
definitely low-key and goes mainly “underneath the radar” of the state.  Its spirituality 
seeks to be in this world but not of this world like the lotus bloom, and arises in 
response to the perceived social moral (in)sensibilities of the times: crime, political 
instability, economic crisis etc.; yet what are the future prospects of this kind of 
spirituality in Malaysian society? Is it going to be sustainable with a relatively small-
scale and informal organizational structure?  In my estimation, small local spiritual 
groups like KYCO remain undervalued and unexamined but whether they are capable 
of producing more concrete social change and/or the extent they would succeed in 
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radically altering popular consciousness remain to be examined and in those regards, I 
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“The Delivery Man Never Came” by Lim Kuan Meng, KYCO Newsletter, August 
2009 
After a period of trying times and as I regained some stability, I yearned to 
surprise my girls with the latest wide-screened TV complete with a home-theatre 
system that is more exciting for video game escapades which they have always been 
enthusiastic over.  My clandestine lunch-time window shopping was encouraged by 
the drop in prices for these products as they inched to match my RM8,000 budget I 
have persevered to save.  That was in 1995 when my youngest daughter was in Form 
Four. 
Often on the phone with classmates over studies and other matters was normal 
for this extrovert warm-hearted youngest daughter of mine.  It was not so normal 
when that night she was uneasy each time I passed by her while she was on the phone.  
She whispered to pre-empt my obvious eavesdropping attempts each time I contrived 
the same.  When she hung up, she unsuspectingly sat on the sofa where I had 
positioned myself in-waiting, as I was curious with what was in her heavy heart.  I 
raised my eyebrow cheekily to invite her response, which she did.  “Trouble, girl?” I 
asked.  Cautiously she attempted to raise my sympathy level, asking: “Can you help 
my friend, dad? Can you lend her father some money as they have to pay the hospital 
bill before the hospital would discharge her grandmother?”  She did not realize I was 
acquainted with her schoolmate’s aunt, an ex-colleague whom I knew was quite 
financially able!  She was very happy to my affirmative response, and after a short 
conversation with her classmate, her father was to meet me in the following day.  I 
knew the father was laid-off recently, and it must be truly a trying time for them. 
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The father came, explaining he could not approach his sister as she has been 
supporting him financially since he was jobless.  I am never astounded by the mention 
of big sums with my background as a corporate credit banker, but when he mentioned 
the amount needed, I was almost knocked-off from my chair!  I apologized that the 
amount was heavy for me (unless I dug into my wife’s meager savings) but 
nevertheless gave him RM10,000, whereupon this Christian father gratefully said I 
was very kind as he fought off his tears, saying “God bless you and your family 
always”, looking at the Kuan Yin image on the wall behind me.  He forced a smile as 
he left but with a lighter burden to raise the balance.  Obliged to update my warm-
hearted naïve daughter that night, she concernedly apologized as she thought it was 
only two to three hundreds that was needed.  I merely told her that every time she 
watched TV, remember that was actually a wide-screened TV home-theatre set that I 
have given her friend.  Through the phone, her grateful schoolmate personally 
thanked me.  All I told her was that I knew she was a good student with 5As for her 
SPR.  Sensing she was worried of repayment, I assured her all she got to do was to get 
5As for her SPM next year and the loan is considered repaid.  She never realized it 
was never my policy to lend money and if I did, I always pre-write off the debt as I 
knew those in need will have a long struggle ahead to get out of that difficult state.  
Two years later, she called from India where she was pursuing a medical degree and 
apologized that her father was in no position to repay the loan yet.  I reminded her that 
the “loan” had indeed been repaid as I knew she got 6As for SPM.  I told her to 
concentrate on her studies instead.  Hesitantly, she assured me that when she qualified 
as a doctor, I would get free medical treatment! I laughed at that cheeky suggestion 
but thanked her for being my personal physician. 
My thought was on how my home-theatre system had instead been delivered 
to a young girl who had such comforting words for me, one who had the guts to talk 
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to me to help out her father who was in a financial dilemma, caught in very trying 
times, and how joyful she then sounded!  I was just happy and delightfully joyful with 
those thoughts, even now!  Though I heard not from her again, I always had good 
thoughts for her, especially in my prayers, for I even thanked her for the opportunity 
to practice giving in my humble ways.  
And 10 years later, I truly was intent on buying the home-theatre system, more 
so this time as I had retired.  I knew I can never get a job again as I would not be able 
to pass another pre-employment medical test.  In my last job, I had to beg the doctor 
to pass me as I told him he was the last obstacle to my re-employment then.  I told 
him that at age 53 then, Employment Avenue for even a graduate is by stroke of 
miracle! Age and being over-qualified were reasons weighed against me by 
prospective employers.  Though the doctor was insistent that I should admit myself 
for a serious medical check-up in a hospital, some how after half-a-day of testing, he 
must had passed me, for I was called to report for work the next day! 
After proudly buying the small LCD TV but before I could place my deposit 
for the home-theatre system, I had a call from an old friend whom I had been worried 
about, for I knew he was going through very difficult moments in life.  I was glad he 
called for he was on my mind then.  He had been out of work for a year and hoped 
that I could help in some real estate brokerage deals.  He had some clients but the 
properties for sale were marginalized properties, which did not excite the market at 
all.  Nor were the potential buyers he had genuine.  I sensed he was in quite deep 
financial difficulty and found him emaciating fast!  It was not a good sign, especially 
the latter, as I had just lost a friend to cancer who had accelerated emaciation just 6 
months before he died. 
As it was 4 days to Chinese New Year, I was concerned this filial son, a good 
husband and father to 3 sons, may just find the festive season too difficult to face, I 
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called him for a drink.  When I passed him an “ang pau” and apologized I could not 
give more, he broke into tears and said: “All my friends had avoided me and refused 
to help.  Without asking, you gave me this”.  His tears flowed more heavily when he 
felt the heavy contents of the red packet, which was not a small sum – my home 
theatre set.  I only wanted him to be able to hold his head high.  I told him he was to 
take his mother in Ipoh and his family for a reunion dinner and to buy them 
necessities for the New Year spirit, never to let them worry at all.  I’ll try to settle his 
delinquent housing loan…He then subsequently confided in me that now at the age of 
50, he has contracted nose cancer.  I had to fight off my tears all those while, as I 
regretted I was truly unable to really help much more as I too was unemployed and 
was medically forced into retirement.  I told him that is what brothers are for as we 
parted! 
I never regretted I had a very frugal celebration that year, but which I now 
liked very much, for it was a simple happy one, knowing another could have a happy 
one too, even for a while, just because I could help lighten his worries.  I knew I could 
have otherwise given my wife a happier celebration that year.  I never regretted that 
the delivery-man never came with my home-theatre system.  Rather, I regretted I 
couldn’t give out any more home-theatre systems to help my dear friend(s) to face the 
trials of life, especially under my present humble circumstances.  But I am most 
grateful I could help.  Perhaps these events in my life had caused me to take the vows 
that I did when I offered incense to commit to practice.  I am grateful that gave this 
Teaching one Saturday afternoon: 
“To be able to give JOY, develop the Kuan Yin Heart; to be able to give HOPE, 




I will endeavor to live my pledge earnestly! Help me, Niang Niang! I will be 
the delivery man to others in my very own small feeble way! 
Life has flowed, I will try to understand a bit more of what it has come to 
unfold, to awaken.  Through its lessons, I will try to advance, perhaps then to evolve a 
bit, perhaps eke out a bit of attainment in the process to make good my life.  Indeed, 
Life IS. 
 
OM MANI PADME HUM! 
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Transcript of a Dharma Lecture: “A Message on life” by Sifu Tony Wong on 22 
November 2008 
At the end of the 27th year of our completion of training of this Path, Divine 
Mother has asked us to practice the 18 Virtues.  Our heart is lacking of compassion, 
therefore, love etc. and most people are hardly kind.  That is why there is a need to 
purify the heart.  That is the Buddha’s injunction to all of us.  If you are in practice of 
the Buddha’s Path, purify the heart.  Buddha could have said purify the mind but of 
course, mind and heart being the same, but for us we expect the mind to be what is the 
brain.  The heart actually is the heart here but heart and mind in Chinese are the same. 
We have a problem with not only an impure heart but we always have a 
problem with a very impure mind, the mind that has all kinds of bad intention, arising 
from the nature which is unique - selfish.  The whole Teaching of Kuan Yin is to 
purify the heart, then you purify the mind and then the nature.  Most Teachings ask 
you to purify the mind but you find that it is almost impossible to handle the mind.  
To purify is almost a useless battle because mind is ancient.  It has lived within us 
lifetimes.  Any time the mind grows, it becomes more and more wise to the ways of 
the world and more and more attached to the ways of the world.  Therefore, the mind 
is corrupt.  It is the impure mind that has formed the encrustations of defilements 
around the nature and we are not aware that we have this nature; this is called the 
Buddha nature.  And so we have the human nature; that is the ego. 
That is why the whole practice of Buddhism is to make sure you can alienate 
the false ego so that the true mind may appear.  Niang Niang said that the only way to 
purify the mind, or to tame the mind, or to subdue the mind, or to control your mind is 
by way of the heart because the mind will never obey you.  But the heart by nature is 
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equipped with good qualities and we are all born with kindness and compassion.  
Every human being has kindness and compassion; even a murderer is compassionate 
towards those whom he loves – mother, spouse or children. 
Niang Niang is saying to us that “I give you six practices for the heart, six for 
the mind and six for the nature but you handle the heart before you handle the mind.”  
In the early years, She told us you must try to live as kindly as possible.  When you 
are kind enough, then the caring heart will come forth.  Then with a kind and caring 
heart, you will find it easier to help people.  So kind, caring and being helpful are the 
three qualities that we all have been practicing since the year 2003.  In practicing that, 
you will find that you can practice sympathy towards others, empathy towards others 
and then you become able to accept others hurting you because you know they are 
what they are – you can have mercy towards them.  When you can show mercy, then 
there is love.  And love in activity is compassion. 
We were told to practice six qualities of the heart, then once you have a 
compassionate heart, then the compassion will be kind, gentle and all the way to be 
noble.  We were also told to practice along the way then from pure heart to pure mind 
and then we have a character that is loyal, honest, sincere, courageous, pure and 
selfless.  By the time you are selfless, you are someone who has a pure heart who can 
love unconditionally, unreservedly, unrestrictively, perfectly; there’s where 
Bodhichitta is.  So I have been going through these 18 qualities in three lines. 
Sometime this year, Niang Niang asked me a question: How have you 
practiced the 18 qualities?  In the past, She has said that if you look into yourself, you 
will find that there are many of these qualities you are able to practice; awakened. 
Some of them are in practice, some of them you know you can but you have not 
brought them out.  So this Path is about the Path of awakening, developing and 
perfecting the 18 virtues, combined together, it is called your heart nature or self 
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nature.  Inherent in us there are 1,000 qualities but Divine Mother has selected the 18 
most important qualities for us to practice. 
This year She said, “Think of the way you will practice the Path.”    Then She 
told me to try this way; it is for me to practice.  If you find that it is ok, you may 
follow but otherwise, you use your own matrix.  What I was doing before Niang gave 
me this method was, I was practicing being kind, caring, helpful.  From helpful, I can 
be charitable, generous, hospitable and noble.  That is how I want to bring forth the 
noble mind.  For me to bring compassion, I will practice with humility, gentleness, 
simplicity and then I will apply mercy, love and compassion.  That was my matrix. 
But Niang Niang said you try it this way – bring forth the kind you and your 
gentleness so that you could give care to other people and in doing so, act with 
humility to display loyalty and honesty.  When the first matrix is developed, you can 
be kind, gentle, caring, humble, loyal and honest, you are a very special person.  
People can be kind, gentle and caring but humble is a bit difficult but humility is what 
Kuan Yin Path teaches us to practice.  When you are humble, you are ready to learn.  
When you are humble, your Guru will teach you more because you would not be 
boasting around your spiritual attainment.  That is why humility is the most important 
practice.  With humility that shall mean loyalty.  Loyalty in the Path is faith, faith in 
the Path that you have. 
To be a first matrix person, you first see if s/he is kind, gentle and caring.  
These are three basic qualities.  Then if a person can offer through service of these 
three qualities and is also humble (loyal means faithful and honest), then you would 
know this person is the most reliable person you can come across.  
When you can give honest help to people, then you are really helpful.   A 
helpful person is a generous person and backed by these qualities, you with a 
generous heart can show great mercy to people in a very simple and sincere way.  
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You have the courage to practice help without worrying about what of me, my safety 
and so on.  With the courage in you then, practicing love and nobility, then 
compassion arises.  If you are a person with noble intent and compassionate at heart, 
your hospitality towards strangers (those you do not know), can be practiced quite 
easily.  The more you practice, the more pure your heart becomes and the more pure 
you are, the more selfless. 
You can actually see now the 18 virtues show the way the journey from 
kindness to finally attaining selflessness; it is a way of going into the journey towards 
attaining Bodhichitta.  That is how it is.  You are free to try this from your own 
contemplation and see how it applies to you.  When you find that if you can be kind, 
you can be gentle, when you are kind and gentle, you can be caring; not a problem.  In 
having that kind of a mindset, the humble side of you will arise.  When you are also 
directing your whole life to giving care to people, your loyalty and honesty need not 
be questioned of it.  From there, you draw your own story. 
From this, I want to marry with you an old Teaching from Year 2000.  When 
2000 came, Niang said the New Age has arrived.  Now you must know where you are 
going because this is your last stage of life.  And I am going through my last stage of 
life.  That is why Saturday meetings I am giving all disciples and interested persons a 
chance to learn to share the Dharma so that in a few years time, I will have enough 
people to take over this place.  This is my thought.  I have seen too many centres 
closed up because the Teacher went away, somehow, whatever manner.  I want 
KYCO to stay around. 
In the year 2000, Niang gave me six lines, the most beautiful lines I have ever 
heard.  Six lines that bring about the summation of what you can be – Life is and Life 
IS.  What does it mean?  She just asked you to remember well these few words:  








Life IS in you a new being of a new level and life is ever like a river flowing forth 
towards the Ocean of Enlightenment.  From where you are to the point when you 
reach the ocean is Life is and Life IS.  
That 18 matrixes is also a flow of how your character can be perfected.  The 
moment you bring forth your kindness, and each quality, life is.  Life flows from 
kindness to gentleness, moves on to being caring and makes you a humble, loyal and 
honest person.  With such a character, life brings you to the next stage.  You can say 
life is, life is flowing, life is becoming.  Becoming means karmic situation comes into 
being.  All through life, as you go through the matrix, as you face every day, life 
flows.  Life moves on.  Moving on you come into contact with incidents and events, 
circumstances, whatsoever.  This is called “becoming”.  In that becoming, you feel 
the reaction.  Karma expiated; karma is caused. Karmic consequences must be 
expected.  That’s why when life flows and life is with its becomings, you must 
welcome them as a Dharma practitioner. 
Compassion should be offered to all but who needs more compassion – a good 
person or a bad person?  You should be more compassionate towards an evil person.  
That is why Bodhisattvas come to the earth.  They don’t come down to look after the 
good people.  They came down because evil is present here, there, everywhere.  
That’s why Lord Krishna says when the world is in darkness, I will come back and 
serve.  This is exactly what we should be practicing. 
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So life is ever flowing, ever gaining becoming and in each incident if you can 
learn from them, then life teaches you.  The thing is, are we learning from life or not? 
If we learn, then life flows most appropriately.  If you have learnt the lesson of being 
kind, gentle, caring, humble, loyal and honest, it moves on and you can use these 
qualities to help with a generous and charitable heart.  You help with mercy, you help 
in a way that is unconditional, simply that you are there to help.  And for that, you 
will find that the courageous you will come into being and so on and life goes on.  
You must learn from every situation of life and if you can learn from them, 
life rewards.  Actually during bad situations, you learn much more.  Like now, the 
world is in economic turmoil.  Now they are coming together to learn more for what 
happens when we have wrong policies, when you have wrong people governing the 
banks and the markets and so on.  Human beings will turn a wiser being from the year 
2012; that’s the next cycle of the earth’s 26 years.  From 2012, you add on 26 years, 
that’s the next cycle you go into - that cycle you need to watch.  You will see the first 
3 years, first 5 years, how karma flows.  Instead of saying life is, karma is, karma 
flows, karma becomes, karma teaches, karma rewards, karma transforms.  These six 
lines will bring to culmination of a new being in you; you must be transformed in 
these qualities of the heart, mind and nature. 
As you practice, you are learning because it is a becoming, a learning, a 
reward, a transforming, so-called growth.  This Path is a Path so wonderful that as 
long as you are alive, you are ever engaged in the process of learning and evolving 
yourself even we do wrong things.  When we realize, great learning happens.  That is 
why we must not always praise the good and condemn the evil.  We must help the evil 
and praise the good but praise is something very dangerous.  A Master once said if 
you praise a person wrongly, the person can get his ego so bloated he refuses to learn.  
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He thinks he is already the best person and that’s why we reserve our praise; don’t 






































TEN STEPS OF PRACTICE 
1. Bring forth and develop your worshipful heart which has reverence towards 
Niang and respect towards others.  Being in the Kuan Yin Path, it is a Path of 
devotion.  How do you practice worship? It is through prayers.  Develop 
this worshipful heart and fill it with caring prayers - PRAY, PRAY AND 
PRAY! 
2. Practice thinking well of others at all times by regarding them as your loved 
ones.  Think of all kindly; not only at KYCO but elsewhere too.  When you 
do, you will let go of things and stop finding faults with others throughout the 
day and you will be able to give them the best of all things – GIVE, GIVE 
AND GIVE! 
3. Pray for those in misery; contemplate on those who are in pains by thinking of 
ways to help them.  When you help, be grateful that you can help and you will 
learn to be more helpful. In order to be able to have ideas on how to go about 
helping others in need, you have to sit and think about it – SIT, SIT AND 
SIT! 
4. Practice generosity freely, happily and willingly – your generosity must come 
spontaneously from your heart.  A chance to do charity is to help you let go of 
worldliness. When you are generous, your caring heart will come forth – 
CARE, CARE AND CARE! 
5. Cultivate the Mani Mantra – you’re now another Kuan Yin Being who is 
aiming towards the noble mind and compassionate heart to have a selfless 
mind.  When you begin to chant Om Mani Padme Hum, things change for you.  
You depend on the Mani Mantra to SERVE, SERVE AND SERVE! 
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6. When you’ve developed the worshipful heart, are able to think well of others, 
ready to help those in misery, care spontaneously for those in suffering and 
live righteously. Be every kind, caring and helpful and you are in practice – 
PRACTICE, PRACTICE AND PRACTICE! 
7. When the above happens, you’ll be purifying yourself by living the simple and 
quiet life.  Quiet your mind by stop complaining, judging and criticizing.  
Quiet your mind too by talking less of others.  Stop demanding.  Live a life of 
simplicity – PURIFY, PURIFY AND PURIFY! 
8. Cut off all harmful habits and troublesome weaknesses.  Unless you 
acknowledge all of these, you cannot RENOUNCE, RENOUNCE AND 
RENOUNCE! 
9. Find time for more sitting.  You sit to know, you sit to grow, you sit to realize 
– you’re thus harmonizing with yourself – HARMONIZE, HARMONIZE 
AND HARMONIZE! 
10. Yearn to develop the good heart; the heart that will finally be the vehicle of 
Niang’s Light and Love.  A heart which is equanimous and which loves all 
without exception – LOVE, LOVE AND LOVE! 
 














Transcript of a Dharma Lecture “Sifu’s additionals to the Ten Steps of Practice” on 03 
October 2009  
 
I think if you know how to practise these 10 Steps of Practice, you can face 
any challenges that come to your life.  I would say “thank you, Charlie”.   Because of 
what you have shared, I will add something to your paper, making it into a more 
comprehensive one.  If I have time, I will take my subject.  It is always pleasant that 
devotees who speak on Saturdays will bring references of what you have learnt from 
the Kuan Yin Path.  Then it becomes something valid and exclusive or unique when 
you come here and it is worth it. You may have learnt and understood from your side 
but hearing another fellow cultivator, not yet a true cultivator’s understanding, can 
actually give you more inspiration, expand your understanding of what it means to be 
a Kuan Yin Devotee, what it takes to be practising the Kuan Yin Path and so on. 
Of course, for us, already from the early years of 1983 ‘84, Kuan Yin Mother 
has given me these 10 Steps of Cultivation.  I have forgotten whether it was ‘83 or 
‘84.  After ‘82, She said, “Now, I am going to say something to you.  You remember 
these Steps of Practice because there is a purpose in your practising the Kuan Yin 
Path.”   
At that time, 1982 83, I have met enough people who actually were talking 
about Kuan Yin but I never saw them practising Kuan Yin because they have no idea 
what in practice is all about except the monks , nuns and venerables but I have no 
chance to meet them.  But I did have chance to meet local monks and nuns who would 
give talks.  In ‘82, Situ Rinpochee came and he told me, “You just listen to what 
Kuan Yin is teaching you and you share.”   That is why I am sharing with you now 
these 10 Steps of Practice. 
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These 10 Steps of Practice came from an earlier explanation on how life 
should be lived with the 4 Practices of the Path or the 4 Principals of the Path which 
you know.  If you want to be a Buddhist, if you want to be a Kuan Yin Devotee, if 
you want to practise Mahayana (these all relate to the same Path anyway), then you 
must stop hurting living beings, then you must start helping all living beings, then you 
must practise caring love towards all.  Then your life must be dedicated towards 
serving all.  That is why I paraphrased it to hurting never, helping ever, loving all, 
serving all.   
I did not know that these 4 lines actually describe the Buddha’s 3 Pure 
Precepts of Ceasing To Do Evil, Do Only Good and Keep Pure Your Heart.  It was 
Divine Mother’s way of explaining the Teachings and She said I would not teach you 
through the words of the scriptures because you have no idea about them but I will 
teach you with ordinary languages which, when you share, even a standard five 
person could understand you.  And Dharma should be like that.  It should not be so 
difficult that people become afraid of hearing Dharma.  The word “Dharma” is 
frightening – scriptural teachings, much more.   So from the 4 Practices expanded to 
these 10 Steps which Charlie has done a good explanation, I would like to add 
something to make it more comprehensive. 
If you contemplate on these 10 Steps, how would it benefit you, selfishly, that 
is all benefitting?  How would I, by practising these 10 Steps, would benefit others?  
Without any doubt, if you practise these 10 Steps, your life will be all benefitting to 
all living beings.  So you may say that each step of the practice from praying to 
giving, to sitting, to caring, to serving, to practising, to purifying, to renouncing, to 
harmonizing and to generating the great loving heart is one who practises this way of 
Kuan Yin Contemplative.  
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Niang Niang said in the old days, old days not in thousands of years but tens 
of thousands of years, you know, during the Atlantean Age (it is about 18,000 years 
ago) that was the period when Dharma all went off already.  Ascetic religions all went 
off.  People were so clever and mankind is returning to this clever age now.  They 
were so clever they had to be destroyed because they were godless.  They began to 
develop power which we are all to develop and we are the first group Niang has 
chosen.   
Today I am sharing with you all.  She said that I can show you the power 
which other people did not know exists in them can be retrieved and She gave us this 
special practice.  I am going to share with you so that I will share with you each of the 
Ten Steps how it links us.  I want you to make a good talk of that so that wherever 
you go, there is a chance to explain the 10 Steps of Practice and the Six Syllable 
Mantra; it becomes your work.  And it must be such a way that you can take at any 
point and can elaborate it.  So when a question is pointed to you, you can actually 
expound.  That is the way you should be trained in the future. 
You can see now the world has gone through every 10, 20,000 years and every 
24,000 years is one Great Age because there are 12 zodiac signs.  Every 2,000 years is 
one age.  That is why now we are entering the Aquarian Age.  The Piscean Age is 
over; emotional age is over.  Now the mind age comes in and everybody is more and 
more brilliant.  The children today as compared to myself, I was a dude, yet, my 
father and mother thought I was very clever then.  When you can see now, in another 
20 years (every 20 years is another big cycle), the beings being born here will be more 
and more advanced.   
Actually now we are preparing the world for the Atlanteans to come back – 
those people who are so fast.  And what made them so great?  Their spiritual eyes 
were opened, they could see through clairvoyance; their spiritual hearing was opened, 
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they could hear through clairaudience.  They can feel just by feeling – clairsentience.  
Everything was inner qualities and they became too proud.  That is why they could 
commune with gods, not god Himself, but gods; devas.  The god to Christians, they 
have no understanding or illusion of.  God, according to them, is the Solar Deity; 
Solar Deity of this solar system which was in charge of all living beings is the god 
they were talking about.  That is why the sun is called the Home of God and we 
cannot look at god’s home because we do not qualify and it will blind us.  And we 
cannot reach there because it is too hot.  Before we go another thousand miles, we 
will melt.  If there were no clouds, no stratosphere, the sun will come direct and we 
will be burnt and we are millions of miles away.  But if you were evolved, you can go 
to the sun.  It is hot outside but if you can go into the sun, it is cool inside.  It is 
opposite of the earth – it is cool outside, if you go inside, you will burn.  That is why 
we have volcanoes. 
Now you can see the opposite, the reverse of godly beings and earthly beings.  
When you practise Dharma, what is the sign of success?  When you can see what 
others can’t see, when you would do what others won’t do.  Like Jesus said, “He who 
has eyes but sees not”, then is called the reversal in you.  That is your attainment.  
That is why when we meditate, we do not use flesh eyes to see spiritual things; we use 
the spiritual eye.   Instead of taking, we practise giving, instead of running about, we 
practise sitting.  Everything we do must be the opposite – that makes us so called 
godly, that makes us spiritual, that develops us in a way we should be developing 
ourselves. 
That is why this Path of old called the Path of Light and Love, is called the 
Ancient.  Ancient is not one two thousand years; it is way before you can remember.  
Every time there is a dark age coming in, degeneration of religious things, mankind 
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will be given the ability so great but those who have the virtues, they save themselves.  
So this is one part of it. 
We are now moving back to the age of great intelligence and that is why when 
you practise here you get mudras, you get mantras.  It is spontaneous.  Why, when 
you practise which eventually you will get visualization, inner seeing, inner hearing? 
Now, we are given the first taste of spiritual development.  That is why 1979 when 
Kuan Yin came into my life, She said you do not talk this Teaching with people and 
you do not even open the door.  Those who can come in are by affinity but thirty-six 
years later, people will accept the Path.  Now is thirty years and I think KYCO is well 
accepted.  If you go to India, you go to almost any monastery, KYCO is known there.  
Nothing great about that but acceptance is already there. 
Of course, Situ Rinpochee’s monk, those days, Amchok Rinpochee, all the old 
monks, even Holiness Drikung Rinpochee, he was the first one when we did 
something, KYCO was written down in his guest house.  And there is a guest house 
for you all to stay if you go to His Holiness’ place, India.  Just say KYCO and that 
place is open to you.  That is our connection.  That means you have past connections 
with them, now we are connecting. 
You can actually see now the young children, and we have three young girls 
here plus this young lady, you are very fortunate.  Of course Jit Hwa, I am very proud 
all the time.  Your mothers are very fortunate.  You are the beings whom Kuan Yin 
has brought into for the future.  You can see those who have Kuan Yin nature in the 
children – they are simply gentle, always joyous.  These are signs.  Of course, you 
bring forth the six qualities.  If you practise OM MANI PADME HUM, you are 
transforming yourself into a higher being.  Higher being means a more evolved being.  
Evolved means evolved in your character, in your conduct etc.  That is why as you 
practise more, you become calmer.  At one time, you were easily agitated and 
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excitable but when a million OM MANI PADME HUM has been said with the right 
motivation, you will find that you become calm in the midst of turmoil. 
Each step when you practise, you should now contemplate and can see that 
each step through praying, giving, sitting, any step that you practise with sincerity, 
each step helps to gain you the precious Light and the Divine Love of Mother Kuan 
Yin.  For example, when you are always praying for people, when you are praying 
that you will be a better being, nothing selfish, in this practice all is selfless, Divine 
Light shines on you.  Divine Love pours onto you! 
Every step of the cultivation is a means for you to gain Divine Light and 
precious Love from Divine Mother.  In other words, you gain Her attention.  In life if 
the Divine pays attention to you, you are blessed.  Some people they pray desperately, 
not even divine, even the lower gods, the astral beings, do not even care for them 
because they have not earned the merits.  They have not developed themselves 
proficiently to attract light and love.  And what do they get?  That is why they get the 
negative-thought beings coming into their lives.  That is why cultivation is so 
important.   
Your life must be filled with prayers.  What does prayer do to you?  All 
religions begin with prayer.  Prayer is a way of you expressing your true self to the 
Divine.  Prayer is the way of you communing with the Divine.  Prayer is the way of 
you expressing your love and concern for beings in suffering etc. and prayer is so 
important. Prayer, therefore, links you with the Divine.  If you have no prayer, the 
Divine cannot come to you.  We actually, through our prayers, give permission for 
Divine to help us.  Divine will never help us.  Not that they are uncaring, they are 
perfected beings.  They know you have come to the earth to learn the lessons of life.  
If you are suffering, it is not that they enjoy.  They know you need this lesson, this 
suffering, and therefore, they watch how you perform.  But when you have methods 
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of prayer and ask for help, only when you say help, then the Universal Law applies – 
you have asked for help, therefore, Divine can help. 
That is why when you are such a high being in cultivation, like Jesus, Baba, 
Buddha, Avatars will come down, even they must show example that you must ask 
before they teach.  Jesus, wherever He went, people chased after him, “Lord, save me, 
heal me!” and He did that.  Buddha, when He became enlightened, what happened?  
He thought this Path of Enlightenment is too much for mankind to understand; not 
that He would not share but He had to wait for Sakra or Indra, the two heavenly gods 
to ask, “Please teach for those who have but little dust in their eyes”.  They asked, 
therefore, the Lord can preach.  Even Baba, you must ask through prayers, no matter 
how many thousand miles, you will get a miracle. 
To reach the Divine, use your heart’s prayer, your own words.  If you know 
the Mantra, much better; Mantra is the essence of the power of the deity.  The entire 
power of the deity is crystallized in the Mantra that represents His energy.  If you say 
that prayer, it works - OM MANI PADME HUM, OM SAI RAM.  Whatever.  You 
and I are so fortunate, we know enough Mantras.  Now, Prayer links you with the 
Divine.   
Second step is giving.  Divine Mother says practise praying, praying for 
people.  Practise giving.  Giving is the whole practice; it is the start of the Paramittas.  
Giving makes you a generous person.  A generous person is one who would not steal, 
who will give, who will be charitable etc.  All of us can be charitable, we can give but 
few of us are hospitable.  If you are hospitable, you don’t just give – that is a good 
heart; you care for the person’s feeling, the person’s welfare, the person’s safety etc.  
If you are hospitable, you will even walk a mile for a stranger to help the person to 
find the place, you give shelter when he needs it.  That is hospitability.  Until you are 
hospitable, you are not really noble.   A noble minded person protects the 
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downtrodden, the weak, the hungry, etc.  That’s why all comes back to generosity.  
That is why first Paramitta is generosity. 
In giving, what do you do?  Prayer.  Prayers connect you with the Divine.  
Giving connects you with living beings.  In these 2 practices, you will link yourself 
with heavenly beings and living beings.  Straightaway in 2 steps, Kuan Yin Mother 
has given us the formula how to reach heaven, how to live on earth in the right way. 
Third step being sitting.  In this Path of Kuan Yin Contemplative, you are a 
contemplative.   When She gave me the name sometime in Sept/Oct 1979, She said I 
give you 3 months to start a spiritual Order for me, call it this name.  I had no idea of 
who She was.  I had no idea of what meditation or contemplation was.  She said name 
it the Kuan Yin Contemplative Order. I looked into the dictionary, “contemplative”, I 
did not know what it really means but something to do with meditation.  I just gave it 
the name. 
As a beginner, a contemplative does not walk about, does not go about.  He 
uses the mind, he wants silence, he wants stillness and he wants to enter the silence of 
the mind.   
In sitting what happens?  She said I am now giving you the way of connecting 
with Divine, giving connects you with living beings and in sitting, you connect with 
your self-consciousness, with your self being.  Completed.  I want to connect with 
myself, to connect with you, I want to connect myself with Divine.  In this world 
there are 3 kinds of beings; most important is self-being.  Self-being means the 
journey inwards -  you go inward yourself to know your true self.  That is why a 
contemplative must sit down and go inwards.  This inward journey rewards you with 
intuitive learnings, knowings, realizations, inner seeing, inner hearing, everything 
inner.  You discover that within you is a divine spark and you realize that this spark is 
too small to benefit people.  It is not bright enough.   
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In fact, why are there so few people able to go inwards?  You have to go 
through the door of meditation.  Without concentration, you cannot move in.  From 
sitting in meditation to arriving at concentration then you go into meditation, you 
meditate at your heart centre.  And if you can see someday, your soul being, your 
consciousness, actually is encased by defilements of your lifetimes of rebirths onto 
the earth, all the defilements; but through meditation you can go through.  The power 
of meditation can penetrate through.  And you see inside you say, “Behold, the flame 
of my heart!”  Then if you want to, “Let my flame of the heart benefit living beings.  I 
must put asunder, destroy all defilements.”   
That is why Buddhism is about removing all mental defilements and that is 
why your practice of 10 Steps, of 18 Virtues is about alienating all your mental 
defilements so that your heart’s flame may be beneficial to others.  It is such a small 
flame but does not matter.  As you practise the 18 Qualities, it becomes a spiritual 
flame.  Niang has said, “Though your heart’s flame is small, do not worry.  If you can 
gather about you a group of like-minded people, in darkness, when a group of small 
torches put together, it becomes visible for miles around.”  That is how we must form 
a family of light givers, light bearers.  This is what we are doing. 
So just by saying prayers links you with Divine, giving links you with living 
beings and sitting links you with your own self-consciousness and spiritual beings.  
When you would sit, your aura brightens and spiritual beings, astral guides, heavenly 
guides, they are looking for beings who can do the work.  That is why those who 
practise meditation, they easily link with spiritual guides.  That is how through the 
method of sitting, you become a being different from what you are - you change your 
vibration.  This is the power. 
You can see each of the 10 Steps of Cultivation is actually Kuan Yin’s gift to 
you.  Why?  It is an effective means of you, by practising any of the Steps or 
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altogether, receiving Her blessings.  You practise praying for people, She blesses you.  
You practise caring for people, She blesses you.  You make an effort to purify your 
faults, She blesses you and when you can harmonize with people, all blessings!  When 
you can love beings unconditionally, unreservedly without restriction, altruistically, 
that is total light.   
These 10 Steps are our key practices of winning the Divine Mother’s precious 
love and divine love.  Each of the Steps we practise and we practise any of these 
qualities, which you will practise altogether eventually, each is a means of developing 
our spiritual nature to bring it to fullness.  Not only blessings but we are transforming 
ourselves now from worldly beings to spiritual beings, from man to Buddha-hood.  
Ten Steps.   These Teachings are not given to anyone but now the period of time has 
come.  If you are a contemplative, you can practise this Path.  Fantastic!  You can 
gain blessings from Divine, you can do self-development and this is the way to 
Buddha-hood. 
Just to make it more complete for you, so caring, when you practise caring 
love towards living beings, what happens to you?   Prayer links you to Divine Beings, 
giving links with living beings and sitting with self-being and spiritual beings, those 
who want to do work for the earth because spiritual beings need to evolve.  They 
cannot as they are disembodied.  They want human beings as their vehicles.  We are 
the conduits or receptacles of light and we share.  We don’t call it mediums because 
mediums go in trance.  We do not go in trance but we are special beings if you 
practise.   
But special does not mean getting richer, not getting healthier, not getting 
anything but people benefit from you because you are someone acting as a conduit for 
someone to evolve and that is how the practice comes into being.  In doing that, you 
move on to self-development and so caring connects you with benevolent beings, 
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virtuous beings, either spiritual or worldly.  If you join any NGOs, you meet up with 
worldly caring beings, benevolent & virtuous beings (of course the rascals are also 
there) but I am saying if you are true with your practice, spiritual people will come.  
When you practise caring love, benevolent and virtuous beings will come to you and 
will teach you how to lead the benevolent and virtuous life.  It cuts off beyond 
barriers of religion and race.  You live to practise benevolent and spiritual qualities.   
From caring to serving, serving is the ultimate practice.  In this period of time, 
to gain merits, it is through the door of service.  To purify your karma it is also 
through the door of service.  There is no better way than service and this is karma 
yoga.  As you help people, you purify your past karmic afflictions and obscurations.  
In serving, just as caring links you with benevolent and virtuous beings, serving 
brings the higher grade ones – the compassionate and wisdom beings and these are 
your true Gurus.  My Gurus are compassionate beings and so are yours.  These are the 
higher beings and they will use your life but when you practise from praying to 
serving, if there is any ideation of self- gain, you don’t meet them.  You will only 
meet the opposite dark forces.  That is why in this Path of Spirituality, no self gain; 
only self-giving.  Remember this - you want to be praised, it is also self-gain.   
When Niang came to my life, She said, “You shall not accept any cent from people.  
You should spend your money to support others.”  She said, “I am giving you a good 
career.  You can help it.”  As far as I know, I have not got any cent from you all and I 
have met thousands of people.  Never.  That is how it is – we do not teach for money, 
we do not heal for money.  What healing power have you got?  It is Divine’s.  How 
many people have been healed and they buy gold chains but were asked to  take it 
back?  The moment you take one, you take two, the moment you take two, you take 
four; the moment you take four, you want everything and your spirituality is gone!  
So those of you who have ability to help to heal, think about that.  You want to 
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connect with compassionate beings, wisdom beings, these are beings when you do 
your visualization – the Buddha appears, Kuan Yin appears, the entourage of wisdom 
beings and compassionate beings will come. 
Finally in practice, what does practice link you to?  Practice develops your 
higher self, links you with your higher self.  How does it link you with your higher 
self or higher beings?  You hear voices, isn’t it?   They will do the promptings to you.  
In practice, you are practising self-giving.  Your higher self discerns and that is why 
your conscience speaks to you.  You seem to know things and that is why you gain 
spiritual insights.  We call that intuitive knowledge.  Intuitive knowledge not from 
books, they are sent to us through higher channels, that is through the door of service 
and if your service is selfless, that is.  That is why we call this the Path of Selfless 
Service.  We are trying to practise that and that is only after 2015.  You have six years 
more to go to qualify yourself to be in selfless practice, ok? 
When you are practising, the next thing happens.  Purifying.  This is called the 
7th quality.  Just as practice benefits your higher self, purification benefits your lower 
self; it burns off your ego.  You begin to renounce – next step.  Renunciation brings 
forth your spiritual self.  Practice connects you with higher beings and that is why we 
need to meet with Gurus, we need to meet with Deities, etc.   
Then you purify.  When you are in the proximity of Gurus, of cultivators, naturally 
you purify.  By being around them, your aura changes already.  It happens just like 
that.  You are very fortunate and that is why this Temple is given to you by Mother 
Kuan Yin Herself.  And again, I have not asked for anything from any.  It is just that 
this came to be.   The three years, I just say, look, we need help and people just came 
and we had 24,000 people donating to this Temple; as little as RM1, as much as 
RM10,000 and this was built.  And this is built for who?   
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It is for those who have the good karma, good merits to sit down here.  You 
think you can sit down here by accident?  But some people got that much merit to sit 
only for two years.  Some can sit for twenty years and the final years absent.  Some 
are very lucky – when it is built they all come here but karma is good, your merit is in 
abundance. 
Purification.  When you practise, you purify.  When you renounce, my 
goodness! you bring forth your spiritual self.  When you practise harmonizing with 
people, you beautify the souls of others.  In harmonizing with others, they feel so glad 
that you are around, that they are with you.  They also will be transformed.  In 
harmonizing with people, you transform them, you beautify their being and when you 
have attained the heart of a Kuan Yin Contemplative, the great loving heart, just as 
harmony beautifies other selves, the loving heart enjoins you with your universal self 
that enables you to practise universal love, the divine itself.   
So when the great loving heart of the Ten Steps of Practice finally is brought 
forth, what happens?  The fruition of self development begins and this enables you to 
practise three qualities, foremost qualities, of one who practises the Mahayana – it is 
loving kindness, compassion and bodhichitta.  Bodhichitta is the basis of attaining 
enlightenment and full enlightenment is what we are talking about.  The Hinayana can 
be enlightened but at Arahat level.  When you practise Mahayana with the Bodhi-
mind, it ensures that you become a perfected Buddha.  Only then can you serve all 
beings without exception.  At the Arahat level, it is limited. 
So what makes a being a Mahasattva?  Two qualities - those who have gone 
beyond the eighth level, the eighth ground of Bodhisattva.  Sixth ground is wisdom, 
seventh ground is skilful means and eighth ground is Vow.  That is a Mahasattva; 
irreversible Bodhisattvas.  When you reach the eighth ground, you no longer drop 
backwards.  You are heading towards full Buddhahood.  Ninth is the power of the 
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Buddhas and tenth is perfect knowledge.  A Mahasattva is someone who has attained 
full Buddhahood, tenth ground, but refuses to enter the door of Nirvana so that he 
comes back to bring beings to Nirvana.  This is a Mahasattva.  That is why when you 
practise Kuan Yin, it must have taken you lifetimes before these Kuan Yin imprints 
are in you.  So do not waste your life.  
 
































“Kindness” by Jenny Wong, KYCO Newsletter, July 2008 
It struck me there and then that the vagabond lady must have been deprived of 
clean drinking water for a while, and how I have been wasting precious water 
unconsciously.  Filled with shame and guilt at my wastefulness, and at the same time 
grateful for what I have, I told myself that I would give her some money… 
Then a shout was heard, and a plump female caretaker holding a dipper full of 
water, rushed-out of the temple and splashed its contents at the bag lady. Startled, the 
vagabond-lady scooted away hurriedly.  Unsatisfied and muttering under the breath, 
the caretaker continued to scoop dirty water from the big container next to the (stone) 
altar and splashed at the direction where the bag lady had taken flight…still troubled 
by what I had just witnessed and feeling guilty for my cowardice and selfishness, I 
plucked up my courage and offered her some money.  The vagabond-lady looked up 
blankly, stiffened then turned her face, ignoring my extended hand.  Feeling 
embarrassed, and feeling that somehow I had intruded into her private space, my ego 
made me dog on…determined to help I walked into one of the many sundry shops and 
purchased some biscuits…I walked towards the vagabond-lady and put the bag of 
biscuits in front of her.  The vagabond-lady froze up again and turned her face away 
not acknowledging nor accepting.  Not knowing what else to do, I turned and walked 
away. 
Couple of seconds later, I heard a man shouting that someone has stolen some 
stuff.  Instinctively, realizing that it must be directed at the vagabond-lady, I turned to 
the source of commotion.  Sure enough, I saw a cleanly dressed burly man still 
shouting at the vagabond-lady, who is now cowered against the wall. 
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Concerned and upset that I was the cause of it, I walked towards the man, and 
with as much consternation as I could muster, told the angry man that I was the one 
who had bought and given the bag of food to the vagabond-lady, and that the 
vagabond-lady did not steal anything from anyone at all. 
Taken aback with my remark, he then changed his scolding from that of 
stealing to her frequent habit of littering the area with her dirty balls of scrunched up 
newspapers.  Since I felt I had righted the wrong, and the second issue was beyond 
me, I left the man and the vagabond-lady to continue their saga… 
Is it compassion? In trying to be kind, I had caused an unpleasant event to 
occur.  Silently I thought, had I not been around to avert it, the vagabond-lady could 
have suffered more abuse – verbal or physical.  Was that the reason why she stiffened 
and refused my offer? So what is compassion? It should be an act done unobtrusively, 
thoughtfully and with sensitivities towards the recipient or the one directed to.  What 
is perceived as compassion on our part could be just a play on our own ego, pride or 
self-gratification if it is not done with awareness and selflessness. 
To have righted the wrong is compassion as it required effort and courage to 
stand up to an angry burly man.  However, in having being the cause of the outburst 
and not knowing how to defuse the situation due to fear of reprisal, this act of 
thoughtless compassion has now caused a karma to ripen.  Compassion? It must and 
should incorporate generosity, spontaneity, thoughtfulness, sensitivities, humility, 
gentleness, care, concern, love, sense for righteousness, courage and effort imbued 
with awareness and wisdom in carrying out an act or deed. 
So, it’s not so simple an act after all…what is compassion may turn out to be 
otherwise.  But then again, until we are truly selfless, and had sufficient experiential 
learning to carry us through to give rise to wisdom, we will forever be caught in this 
web of duality.  But then again, that’s what learning is all about, right? And that’s 
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where the fun begins with creativity, patience, tolerance, perseverance, determination, 
trust, honesty, sincerity, faith, courage and effort being brought forth to the brink of 





































Transcript of a Dharma lecture “Karma: a message from Chi-Gong” on 18 February 
2009 
This Teaching actually reflects on the world in the year 2000 and how it will 
be for the next ten years which is till next year.  It also speaks of Karma of not only 
the world but Karma of humanity.  But, of course, you are aware of this subject and 
you can take it and know how to live with it.  For most people who are in the dark, 
Life becomes very fearful but when you have understood enough the thesis of Karma, 
you may have a chance to explain to whoever who asks this question. 
The Teaching went this way: 
OM SARI HUM 
It is time for the human race to evolve itself so that the goodness of the 21st century 
may be put to better use. 
This line tells about it is time for the human race to evolve itself so that the goodness 
of the 21st century of the 3rd millennium may be put to better use.   
What does it mean?  When you hear the word “evolution” it means “changes”.  
Not simple changes but life transforming changes.  Human beings of course have 
been evolving but it is time for them to evolve on a different note because the last 
2000 years, we have evolved in a very different way.   The 21st century has its 
goodness; it brings back teachings of old, teachings which for 2000 years have been 
helpless.  So for people in order to understand and to appreciate how to practise the 
21st century teachings, that means, up to the year 2100, people have to transform 
themselves.  They will have to cleanse themselves or free themselves of past thoughts 
if not their past karma.  This already tells you that for the next 100 years the world is 
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going to go through vast changes and changes can be very painful but pain is 
necessary for growth; that is most important. 
Now please don’t misunderstand that going through evolution means you must go 
through the door of suffering.  It is not so.  Your life is not just suffering filled; you 
have your periods of joy as well because this is a world of duality.  Dualism makes it 
possible for you to understand the values of the true values.  If there is no happiness, 
you cannot understand suffering.  If there is no suffering, you won’t appreciate 
happiness.   
December 28 was the day we experienced Year 2000.  I forgot what the 
catastrophe was but I remember every year we had some very, very catastrophic 
events.  The second line says: 
Things may look discouraging at the moment for the world but that effects may not be 
what one expects it to be. 
This is what we have learnt to see – things are not what it seems to be.  We see 
suffering and we think that all is suffering.  But actually many who had suffered, in 
the end, benefited from the suffering and suffering is actually not suffering.  In fact if 
you are spiritual, when suffering comes to you, instead of crying, you might be 
smiling and you see this as a chance now to so call settle your karmic account, to 
learn your karmic lesson and so on. 
So It is time for the human race to evolve itself so that the goodness of the 21st 
century may be put to better use.  That means there will be something so wonderful in 
this millennium, in this age called the Aquarian Age,   Actually those who practise 
Astrology, they think that this is the return of the earth back to its golden times.  What 
does it mean?  If human beings were to evolve and return to those days when mankind 
were so evolved that they could travel here and there astrally; they could talk without 
saying words.    But all these were taken off from men because they became to live 
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decadently.  That is why now after the great cleansing, men is tired of hurting each 
other, they begin to search for a better Path and that’s how they evolve themselves 
through the next 2400 years.  One Age is equal to 2,400 years but modern men have 
put it to 2,000.  That is why we might come back again and again and that you must 
vow to want to come back.  Not so much to enjoy life because every human life must 
have its Eight Sufferings for sure and you must be able to bear the Eight Sufferings.  
If you are evolved, those are not sufferings.  You come back for better reasons.  
That’s why next Century could be something so wonderful that in the 22nd Century, 
you will be back to see the world and it will be a very different world.  Yet at the 
moment, everything is topsy-turvy.  Right now this year of course is more than 
tumoltic because the whole economy is going to be shaken and they are not sure what 
tomorrow will be or how next month another country could be going into recession.   
You will not be affected but you will be affected definitely.  Why?  Because with 
monetary problem comes social problems.  That is why we have to be very careful 
with Life.   
Niang says this Place is built for you in this time for you to have a sanctuary.  
You see how kind, how compassionate She is to you?  But would you come and 
practise?  So please when you come, don’t bring problems into the Order; bring peace 
and harmony.  Three words all the yogis and sages will practise – it is called justice.  
If you are just to people, you are living in accord with the Karmic Law.  If you are 
searching for harmony, then anywhere you go, you will bring peace and goodwill.  
This is what you want and then you will be living life right.   
Do not be afraid of what the world is going through.  Live in order to witness 
what is happening and learn from it.  Then you will be evolving from each karmic 
incident that you are going to go through until you finish your life.  So it will be a 
great year of learning because you have chosen to come into this period of Age 
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change, that is, the world change.  Only advanced souls can get born in the time 
where vast changes are happening.  That is why even those who are suffering and lose 
their lives here, they came for a big karmic settlement instead of waiting for many 
lifetimes.  You see it from there, this is called the period of great opportunities for 
karmic balancing and when we face our karma and every human being balances their 
karma, then it balances world karma.  That’s how the Age changes.  
We must try and understand that evolution happens at four levels: physical 
level, emotional level, mental level and spiritual level.  That’s why we are all going 
through evolution differently and we should not be telling another person that they 
should be doing this or that to change their life because they are different people.  The 
world is a beautiful place for souls who would come and learn physical evolution 
because it is only through physical that what suffering is can truly be comprehended.  
For instance, in the Astral World, beings have no form.  They have mind.  They have 
the 4 skandas but not the form skandas.  So for them they have heard about cold, 
hunger, pain, all the things that are physical but they will never understand.  That is 
why many will opt and fight for a chance to come into this world to learn if they are 
to progress according to the level they want to progress.  They have no hunger and 
when they come down to the world, they would know what hunger is.  Say if the 
world goes through quiet times, war times, and all these changes in the world are 
creative times for human beings.  In times of peace, we evolve on a micro level – we 
become more creative.  In times of war, we grow differently – we grow spiritually in 
feeling losses of loved ones, seeing other people found a Path so compassionately.  So 
we evolve differently.  That is why we must help each other to evolve.  Now, we are a 
very special Family. 
I think I will not read line by line but a few lines at one time so listen again. 
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It is time for the human race to evolve itself (this is called quick evolution; vast 
evolution) so that the goodness of the 21st Century will be put to good use.  Mankind 
is preparing itself for the higher life from the next level of consciousness.  Things 
may look discouraging at the moment but the results may not be what is expected to 
be or what it seems to be.  So don’t look from your superficial view.  Things are 
changing for a reason.  Why is it so?  This is because the whole Planet is changing 
itself anew to bring on a new balance of tiding that must arise. 
In this line itself you can see that those evolved ones, they can see far ahead.  What is 
a hundred years?  They can see and apply because they are fully evolved.  Let’s talk 
about a hundred years.  Buddha talked about the changing of time when men can live 
1000 years to 6 years and so on?  This is a way of explaining how during the changing 
of time mankind’s span of life also changes.  But we are going towards a very special 
society; a virtuous society.  We have a Centre to firm our virtues.   
This explains why the fervent call to lead a new life so as to help in the 
birthing of the new world.  This tells that you and I have responsibilities – we must 
evolve ourselves to prepare ourselves for the new life that is to come.  We must be 
prepared to face whatever the world is going through with a new understanding, not to 
see woe in woe but to see joy in going through the woeful state.  This is called the 
enlightened view.   
Why is the world going through this?  Planetary changes!  Take a look – 
earthquakes change the face of the earth, change the lives of people, change in 
attitude, change in mentality, change up to spirituality.  You can see in Sichuan – the 
whole new bed came about in a new shoreline.  All these changes must come about 
because the whole world is changing itself anew.  For example petroleum is so 
important now but in another 20 30 years, we will have a new source of energy with 
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new conservation plans.  We take on new things that we need and old things we can 
do without; so with your mentality.    
We see the karmic pattern.  Once we learn Dharma, we know how to see life 
ahead.  This is what you and I can do.  Niang has called us to lead the new life.  
Change before Heaven changes you.  Let us be on the Path of Righteousness.  The 
world needs righteous people like you.   If you have virtue, you help the poor person.  
Now if you fall down and get bashed in the head, people just walk away.  That is why 
Niang is training us in some way to live the new life because we are here to help the 
birthing of the new world.  You must face the new world.  Are you going to change 
your life and live it anew to make sure the new world come to be?   
The world doesn’t need to change and the world doesn’t change for you.  It’s 
when people change, the world changes.  See it this way.  We have thirty years of 
teachings.  In six years, you are someone very useful to the world if you follow the 
Teachings.  You won’t have to worry on birth and death any more. 
So pay attention to the calls to live the new life as a new world shall unfold 
before you.  Niang always says don’t wait for Heaven to change your life.  Don’t wait 
for Heaven to create a new world.  Right now you can live the new life and 
experience the new world.  You know, as in the same world, the wise sees the world 
differently, the ignorant sees the world differently.  It’s your choice.  We are the 
favored ones. 
Now, what new world, what new life are we talking about?  I just realized that 
these sixteen lines are to be read in four lines together.  Guru Chi-gong says: 
Men and women must learn to live as equals, respecting and supporting each 
other so as to evolve harmoniously.  This is the purpose of men and women coming 
together - to evolve together harmoniously together.  Patriarchy and matriarchy must 
both be equally accepted and honored if harmony is wished for.   
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Now, for the last 2000 years, the Age of the Piscean Age, God was only man.  
Churches, synagogues, temples - only men can go.  Up till now, it is still holding on.  
So the women were pushed to one side and there was inequality.   Women were 
bullied.  But way before this Age, it was actually a balance of patriarchy and 
matriarchy because you can read in History, there are many races where the 
matriarchs rule.  In China, too, women take the rule of the whole village – I saw 
program in CCTV9 and I was so touched.  If you believe in patriarchy, women suffer.  
When matriarchy governs, then men become slaves.  That is why mankind has been 
always upholding, preserving each other.    So the Aquarian Age now is to bring these 
two terminologies together, accepted and honored, so that harmony can come to be.   
Next line says, the way and belief of the old millennium of a male dominated society 
must be done with, the quicker, the better.   
You can see now 60 years after the War, (Queen Victoria, Queen Elizabeth) 
you can see all the women are coming up now.  All the elections, you can be sure 
60% is in favor of women.   It will be women dominating the world in a 100 years but 
domination is no good.  This Age now has equal chance.  We are now moving 
towards a very balanced society.  To change, there must be struggle/resistance.  Just 
as the energy of the Aquarian Age, when coming down to uproot the Piscean energy, 
the Piscean energy will fight back and try to stay on for as long as possible but it 
cannot.   That’s why the battle of energy is also the battle of men and women in their 
thinking, in everything.  This period has only to be this way – turmoil, problem, pain, 
great violence, destruction – but all for the better.     
To evolve, the old must go, the new must replace.    So the way and belief of 
the old of a male dominated society must be done with, the quicker, the better.  Why?  
This is because the refusal to do so will only extend the built-up agony, delaying the 
process of regeneration.  Now, the world is regenerating.  Men and women are equal.  
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In fact, not only men and women; Buddha is talking about impartiality – you and I 
must be equal.   That’s why the Four Immeasurables come into place.  When you can 
seek Heaven impartially, then you can begin to practise loving kindness solely, then 
compassion, then sympathetic joy.  That’s how the formula goes.   
Be not amongst those who would prefer degeneration to regeneration, be not 
against growth and creativity. 
Last Age was a degenerated age.  Up till now you can see what the Talibans 
are doing – they are now the last group of people giving Hell to women.  If you don’t 
wear that veil, they will kill you.  Nothing wrong with them; it is the way of the world 
of the last age.  Now the Age is coming.  In a 100 years, 200 years, all will be 
different.  That is why degeneration must give way to regeneration.  New beings must 
come to be, new life, new world.  So this is what they are heading towards.   
So Guru Chi-gong says don’t be against growth and creativity and don’t be 
bias, don’t be one-sided or lop-sided in your views; everyone is equal.  This lifetime 
you are a woman and I am a man.  Next lifetime we change position because you have 
become a woman to learn the lessons of being a woman.  I’m a man because I must 
learn the lessons of a man.  When I’ve done with that, higher lessons of womanhood, 
I will take rebirth as a woman.  This is how we go until we know the qualities of man 
and woman perfectly.   We are self-perfect.  Male, female qualities are within us.  By 
ourselves we are fulfilled.  Now fulfillment is I look for a woman and a woman 
looking for a man.  We get together and we both have quarrels.  This is going off – 
regeneration is coming back.  This is called promising you a new world but you must 
change.  If you go out, if you are sickly, the world is sickly with you.   If you strike 
lottery, even a stone seems a nice thing to you. 
So I just read very quickly the text so far: it is time for the human race to 
evolve itself so that the goodness of the 21st century may be put to better use. Things 
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may look discouraging at the moment but the results may not be what it seems to be. 
This is because the whole Planet is changing itself anew to bring on a new balanced 
society that must arise.  This explains why the frequent calls to live the new life so as 
to help in the birthing of the new world. 
Men and women must learn to live as equals, respecting and supporting each 
other so as to evolve harmoniously.  Patriarchy and matriarchy must both be equally 
accepted and honored if harmony is wished for.  The way and belief of the old of a 
male dominated society must be done with, the quicker, the better and refusing to do 
so will only extend the period of agony, delaying the process of regeneration.  Be not 
amongst those who prefer degeneration to regeneration, be not against growth and 
creativity. 
Let’s see what the next four lines will be: if you are not against growth and 
creativity, then, be ready to flow with the current of life process and emerge a more 
positive and dynamic being.   
Now you can bring to mind Niang gave us the 7 lines: Life is ….. 
transforming to Life IS.  The capital IS to become a positive and dynamic being of a 
new level of consciousness.  That means you have evolved soulfully.   
Be ready to flow with the current of the life process and emerge a more 
positive and dynamic being.  Then, may you learn to live the fullest of life, able to 
express yourself better and to display your inner spirit.  If you can do that, your life is 
full.  There is no discrimination, there is acceptance of everything.  Everywhere you 
go is harmonious.   
Then, may you begin to understand the higher purposes of life and not be 
disturbed by the dark and wet years ahead.  I think 2003 came the tsunami and so on.  
Then, may your effort be rewarded with meaningful events and coincidences and 
mystical experiences that are memorable. 
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Now, if you live the new life, you take the new view, then you are with flow 
with the current of the life process knowing from what you are to what you could be – 
a positive and dynamic being.  That would allow you to live the life to the fullest to 
express yourself, you can display your inner spirit, then you would have understood 
the higher purposes of life which you have understood now.  Dharma teaches us that.   
When you have understood the higher purposes of life means all the turmoil, all the 
divorce that is happening in the world, you would not be disturbed by them because 
you see a reason for that.   
Then may your effort be rewarded with meaningful events.  You will be 
meeting people.  This is meaningful – your life will change with coincidences which 
are not actually coincidences.  For us our lives are different.  For us our life is very 
eventful; people see it as coincidence, we see it as a karmic happening and mystical 
experiences that are memorable.   
I think all of you who pray to Kuan Yin will have your mystical experiences 
especially those who have actually done your 2nd or 3rd week meditation where you 
combine to enjoin your left brain, right brain to become one.  If you are really in 
meditation you will reap your rewards but if you are practising today and not 
tomorrow and break, then you break your whole process of what you can get out of it. 
I will read the last four lines then I will re-track for you what Guru Chi-gong 
has promised the reward of you changing your way of life. 
Up to we say “be not against growth and creativity, then may you be ready to 
flow with the current of life process and emerge a more positive and dynamic being.”  
Then, may you learn to live the fullest of life, able to express yourself better and to 
display your inner spirit.  Then, may you begin to understand the higher purposes of 
life and not be disturbed by the events of the years ahead. Then, may your effort be 
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well rewarded with meaningful events and coincidences and mystical experiences that 
are memorable. 
Now, then may your life be transformed further as you understand yourself 
better to make brighter and lovelier your life, which is your purpose.  You must 
always make brighter and lovelier your life.  Then may your fuller understanding of 
the dimensions of life moves you forward in spiritual growth.  This is what you are 
aiming for.  You can only grow and move forward when you have a fuller 
understanding of the dimensions of life.  Then may you no longer be afraid of 
difficult times, this is the time that you have grown spiritually knowing that this is 
when your wisdom light may shine. 
OM SARI HUM 
What does it mean?  These are the rewards.  If you will flow with the current 
of life, live the new life by discarding that which harm life and hurt others, then the 
new world appeals to you.  You become a very positive and dynamic being in the 
world; others may not be.  Why?  You would have lived the fullest of your life, 
second, you would have understood the higher purposes of your life, third, there will 
come rewards of many experiences, karmic events and mystical experiences.  Then, 
you are transformed further to make your life better and lovelier.  Then, as you gain 
the fuller understanding of the dimensions of life, you will be moving forward to 
spiritual growth and then, finally, when you have got this full understanding of the 
dimension of life, the purposes of life’s events, then may you no longer be afraid of 
the difficult times ahead, knowing well that this is when your wisdom light may shine 
for the benefit of others. 
So this is when Niang told me we are of the Path of Light and Love.  Our life 
in the future will be good if we practise till 2015 and we may have this understanding.  
Then we commit our life to the practice of the 18 virtues.  And what are the 18 
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virtues?  Niang Niang said the 18 virtues, if you practise, are actually the preparation 
of you going forward to perfect the 6 Perfections (Paramitas) because all are included 
within it.  As you practise, you fail, you continue, contemplation is involved.  As you 
learn you fail, and you learn again, wisdom is gathered.  So you can see now this is 
what this Path has for you.  I hope with this short sharing, because I thought this is on 
the Karma of the world, Karma of mankind and it is our Karma now.  OM MANI 
PADME HUM. 
After each Sadhana, always go back to your heart centre to enjoy the lotus 
within.  Niang taught me how to walk this Path with a simple Teaching.  She said: 
Until you have conquered the love of pleasure, you can never experience the pleasure 
of love.  Until you are finally guided by Light, you should not be able to know what 
love is and until you are finally living the Path of Light, you should not be able to 
enter into the Realm of Light and Love.  Understand this and live the life that is in 
accord with this lovely Pathway of Light and Love that I have shown to you.  OM 
MANI PADME HUM. 
May you find this lotus in your heart and by doing that, may you be living in 
accord with this Path of Light and Love.  We wish that all cultivators too will achieve 
the same result.  OM MANI PADME HUM.  
 
 
 
